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Preface 


“The doors of prayer are never closed,” says Deuteronomy 
Rabba 11, 12. These simple words show human beings the way to 
direct dialogue with God. - 

In his study of the Jewish liturgy Carmine Di Sante gives us a 
clear picture of how this way has been conceived and lived by Ju- 
daism, in its beginnings, down the centuries, and in our own day. 

This is probably the first Catholic attempt, at least here in Italy, 
to enter into the spirit of Jewish prayer as embodied in its daily and 
festal structures. The author’s purpose is to stimulate the attention of 
Christians and get them thinking about common liturgical origins, 
although he does not actually compare the Jewish and Christian 
liturgies. 

As the author himself says, the aim of his study is to present the 
Jewish liturgy in its “original freshness,” so that all, both Jews and 
Christians, may realize “how greatly Jesus and the original Christian 
community were indebted” to it. This aim is all the more relevant 
today in light of the recently published Vatican document, “Notes on 
the Proper Way to Present the Jewish Faith” (1985), which says with- 
out qualification: ‘Jesus was and always remained a Jew. . . . Jesus is 
fully a man of His time and of His environment—the Jewish Pales- 
tinian one of the first century, the anxieties and hopes of which he 
shared.” 

An effort at reevaluating the liturgical Jewishness of Jesus was 
made a few years back by Robert Aron in his book The Jewish Jesus. 
Di Sante is, in a sense, taking over Aron’s discovery and turning it 
into a Christian discovery by presenting, in a theological and her- 
meneutical (rather than historical and critical) form, the salient exis- 
tential contents of the vast range of prayers and celebrations that, 
beginning with Exodus 13, have given the Jewish religious outlook 
its vital characteristics. 

For a Jewish reader, the Introduction and Chapter 1 will perhaps 
be the most important parts of the book since their purpose is to 
make clear the original relationship between the contents of the 
Jewish liturgical universe and those of the Christian, as seen in the 
persons of Jesus and the apostles. In the process, the author seeks, 
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from the very beginning of his book, to show in the Jewish liturgy the 
interior spirit of loving communion with God, which Christians for 
centuries refused to admit it possessed. 

In my opinion, the real merit of the book is to have rediscovered 
and shown, in the wording of Jewish prayers, the sincerity and feel- 
ing, or what the Hasidim calls the hitlahavaut (fervor), that have 
always characterized the relationship of Jews with God. It was with 
this in mind that the rabbis of the time of Jesus said: “When thou 
prayest make not thy prayer a fixed form, but [a plea for] mercies and 
supplications’’;* and again: “He that makes his prayer a fixed task, 
his prayer is no supplication.’ It was precisely to keep prayers from 
becoming “fixed forms” that they were for many centuries not writ- 
ten down: “He who puts a prayer into writing commits the same sin 
as if he has burned the Torah” (Tosefta Shabbat 14, 4). 

Perhaps because he is concentrating on grasping and bringing 
out the inner meaning of prayers, the author fails to emphasize the 
fact that in the end the prayers were in fact written down and thus 
became a “religious institution.” It must be added, however, that 
Jewish interpretation of these set prayers has been no less rich, down 
the centuries, than interpretation of free prayer had been. In this 
context, J. Leibovich, a contemporary scholar and defender of fixed 
prayers, has this to say: “The greatness and power of prayer, of the 
obligatory set prayers of the halakah, consists in the rejection, by 
human beings conscious of their position before God, of all selfish 
interests and personal motives that would demand concrete fulfill- 
ment in various forms and ways...a denial of the human will when 
faced with the duty of serving God.’” 

Without going into the merits of the author’s careful study of the 
several parts of the liturgy (that is a critique which a rabbi who is 
expert in the liturgy could do more satisfactorily than I can), I shall 
simply call attention to the existential and anthropological interpre- 
tation which the author gives of the interior meaning of the individ- 
ual prayers (the berakot [benedictions], the shema‘ [‘‘Hear, O 
[srael”’], the tefillah [“prayer”], the qeri’at Torah [‘‘reading of the 
Torah’’}). 

When the author suggests that the berakah has the power to 
‘‘make us see the world as replete with a spiritual radiance” or that it 
“transforms the profane into the sacred,” or when he writes that 
“benedictions prevent us from claiming the rights of ownership over 
things,” so that we attribute ownership to God and hold ourselves in 
readiness for the gifts he gives us—in all these instances he pene- 
trates to the essence of the Jewish benediction, which by its nature 
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defines the relationship between human beings and God and, con- 
versely, between God and human beings in the way described in the 
prayer known as the ne’ilah: “Thou hast from the beginning set man 
apart, and made him worthy to stand before thee.” A.J. Heschel has 
said that in prayer human beings ‘‘entrust themselves to him to 
whom their being and existence belong; they take a definitive posi- 
tion, spring up to make a claim before God, make a declaration, 
confess, pledge their souls, take possession, and enter into a 
covenant.” 

Di Sante finds this mutual relationship between God and human 
beings expressed once again in the intrinsic meaning of the three 
scripture passages that follow upon the shema‘ and in the benedic- 
tions that accompany it. In discussing the latter, he emphasizes the 
difference between the morning benedictions, which are filled with 
praise and love of the day that is beginning, and the evening bene- 
dictions, which seek rest, peace, and salvation from the shadows of 
the night. 

There is perhaps only one aspect of the complex Jewish liturgi- 
cal world that has escaped the author’s attention: the idea of the 
prayer of God, that is, of God who prays. This notion does not lead to 
setting limitations on God, but rather to making the mutual relation- 
ship with human beings even closer and more effective. In the Baby- 
lonian Talmud, Ber. 7a, we read: “(Thus the Holy One prays:) May it 
be my will that my mercy overcome my anger and that my mercy 
take precedence over the norms of my justice, so that I may deal with 
my children according to my mercy and receive indulgence from 
them in turn.” Such is the answer which Jews expect when in their 
prayer on the Day of Atonement they twice ask: “Answer us, O Lord, 
answer us.” 

This is but a detail in the concept Jews have of their relationship 
with God, a relationship in which one may think that at times hu- 
man beings are more necessary to God than God is to them (see A.J. 
Heschel’s title, God in Search of Man). Its omission does not impover- 
ish the analysis presented to us by Di Sante, even if the analysis 
evidently reflects a Christian approach to liturgy. On the contrary, in 
my opinion the panoramic view given of the Jewish liturgy not only 
introduces readers to its most characteristic aspects but can induce 
many Christian readers to reflect on their own indifference and, in 
many instances, narrow judgments regarding certain themes of Ju- 
daism. It can inspire them to ask themselves how it is that in their 
daily recitation of the biblical psalms—written by Jews for Jews, who 
still recite them with the same emotions that marked their composi- 
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tion—they have not realized and still do not reatize the interior re- 
ligious spirit and the communion with God that are peculiar to 
Judaism. 

My hope, therefore, is that this book with its various aspects and 
details will represent a new and important advance in Christian un- 
derstanding of Judaism. In its daily synagogue services and in its 
formulas for domestic and private prayer, Judaism has been and con- 
tinues to be faithful to that faith and trust which spring from a real 
past and are the expression of a hope for a peaceful future that will 
someday dawn at last if human beings commit themselves to its 
coming “with all their heart, and with all their soul, and with all 
their strength.” 


June 26, 1985 Lea Sestieri 


Introduction 


The Rediscovery of Judaism 


The Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican (1962-1965) is 
undoubtedly the most important ecclesial event of our century. Its 
Constitutions, Decrees, and Declarations mark the end of an age and 
the point of departure for a new self-understanding of the Church, 
both within (the Church looked at in itself, in its basic theological 
makeup) and without (the Church looked at in its relation to the 
world in the broad sense of this term). 

The process of renewed self-understanding was made possible 
chiefly by the biblical, liturgical, and theological movements, the 
results of which were accepted by the council and found a place in 
the three major conciliar constitutions: on the liturgy, on the 
Church, and on revelation. 

But no renewal can come about except through a rediscovery of 
roots and of the historical, spiritual, and cultural soil in which these 
roots pushed their way to the light, following the logic of differentia- 
tion and individualization. This principle holds even for the Church: 
it was born of Judaism and lived its life within Judaism for several 
decades (even if the relationship was dialectical and sometimes one 
of conflict), and only in the light of Judaism can it perceive and 
recover its vital identity. It is from the acknowledgment of this that 
Nostra aetate 4 draws a power and freshness that are becoming in- 
creasingly clear twenty years after the council. 


An Important Turning Point 


It is not a mere rhetorical flourish to say that Nostra aetate 4 
represented an important turning point. The phrase was used by an 
authoritative source, Cardinal Willebrands, President of the Com- 
mittee for Religious Relations with the Jews, in an official document 
which he signed in 1974: Guidelines for Catholic-Jewish Relations (on 
the Application of Nostra aetate 4).’ 

“Historical turning point” applies indeed at the ideological level, 
inasmuch as Nostra aetate 4 compels historical Christianity to reex- 
amine and change its own philosophical outlook, in which contempt 
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and hatred for Jews had unfortunately acquired a solidly established 
place. But it also applies at the theological level, for it compels, and 
cannot help but compel, a rethinking of the whole of theology. 

But “rethinking theology” can mean only one thing: the redis- 
covery of the Hebrew and Jewish categories within which Christian 
experience first appeared and which this experience used in order to 
thematize and communicate itself. We are hearing more and more 
today such statements as this one of L. Swidler: 


Jesus was a ‘Rabbi’ and not a ‘Father,’ a ‘teacher’ and not a 
‘reverend’; he was a Jew and not a Christian; he attended 
the synagogue and not a church; he celebrated the sabbath 
and not Sunday; he prayed in Aramaic and not in Greek or 
Latin; he read the Old Testament and not the New; he re- 
cited the psalms and not the rosary; he celebrated pesah (the 
Jewish Passover), shavu’ot (the Jewish Pentecost), and suk- 
kot (huts) and not Christmas or Lent... .” 


But do we have the theological courage to draw the proper theo- 
logical conclusions from such statements? For, unless we are willing 
to settle for rhetorical gestures, assertion of the Jewishness of Jesus 
must mean an assertion of the inescapable centrality of Jewish cate- 
gories and an acceptance of the need of returning to them and mea- 
suring ourselves by them in every effort we make to understand the 
Christian mystery. 

But why should we return to Jewish categories? Why go back in 
heart and mind to distant, mythological ways of thinking that are so 
alien to the modern scientific and technological mentality? More- 
over, how can the expressive and interpretative paradigms of the 
biblical and Hebraic tradition be of any help to us when we have 
seen R. Bultmann vigorously undertaking the demythologization 
without which religious language would be silent and meaningless 
to people today? 

But despite the Bultmannian challenge—which in fact is con- 
cerned not so much to eliminate myth as correctly to decode and 
interpret it by bringing to light its deeper symbolism and its revela- 
tory power, long blocked by reductive or false forms of rationalism? 
—and even because of the Bultmannian challenge, the rediscovery 
of the native Hebrew and Jewish categories becomes an urgently 
important duty for theologians. Those distant symbolic and mytho- 
logical categories conceal words and expressions of meaning that if 
received and heard have power to enrich and give joy to human life 
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by inspiring and revitalizing the models it uses for its own expression 
and interpretation. We need to rediscover Hebrew and Jewish catego- 
ries so that we may once again hear in its original purity the logos of 
light and meaning that took flesh in them for the first time. 


The Voice of Our Origins 


This is the deeper reason for the theological challenge issued by 
Nostra aetate: we must rethink theology and rethink it with the aid of 
Hebrew and Jewish categories, because in these the pure and purify- 
ing voice of our origins is still to be heard. Pure: not infected by later 
compromises and mediations; purifying: capable of serving as critic 
(“critic” from Greek krinein: to sift /to judge) of all the other “voices” 
and suggestions for reinterpretation. But when we reaffirm the im- 
portance of origins we do not deny the present and become nostalgic 
laudatores temporis acti (people who praise the past and mourn for 
it). If that were what love of one’s origins meant it would be simply a 
form of flight and not a theological effort at purification and renewal. 

Love for our origins is in fact love for the present, a present 
marked by its high quality. From this point of view an “origin” is not 
something purely temporal but is more properly ontological and 
structural. A thing’s origins are not simply events that took place ina 
distant time; rather they are as it were the foundations that support 
the present. The rediscovery of origins does not mean a distancing 
from the present but a recovery of the roots that sustain the present. 

What are the “origins” from which our ecclesial “today” spring 
and on which this “today” is built and erected? 

Nostra aetate 4 tells us in the following paragraph: 


The Church of Christ acknowledges that in God’s plan of 
salvation the beginning of her faith and election is to be 
found in the patriarchs, Moses and the prophets. She pro- 
fesses that all Christ’s faithful, who as men of faith are sons 
of Abraham (cf. Gal. 3:7), are included in the same pa- 
triarch’s call and that the salvation of the Church is mysteri- 
ously prefigured in the exodus of God’s chosen people from 
the land of bondage. On this account the Church cannot 
forget that she received the revelation of the Old Testament 
by way of that people with whom God in his inexpressible 
mercy established the ancient covenant. Nor can she forget 
that she draws nourishment from that good olive tree onto 
[the root of] which the wild olive branches of the Gentiles 
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have been grafted (cf. Rom. 11:17-24). The Church believes 
that Christ who is our peace has through his cross recon- 
ciled Jews and Gentiles and made them one in himself (cf. 
Eph. 2:14-16).* 


The original categories in which Christianity is grounded and by 
which it is sustained are the Hebrew and Jewish categories of faith, 
election, call, exodus, people, bondage, Old Testament, covenant, 
root, peace, and reconciliation. These categories are like so many 
fountains located in the middle of the villages of Christian history, 
where they slake the inhabitants’ thirst and give them joy. If we 
move away from these categories we risk dying of thirst. 


The Liturgical Universe 


Talk of “categories” has this drawback: that one is tempted to 
understand them at the purely logical and rational level. Now the 
term ‘‘category” certainly is in fact the product of rational activity, 
but the content to which it refers in both the Jewish tradition and the 
authentic Christian tradition is characteristically existential. In this 
context, then, “categories” express and transmit vital realities and 
not concepts. When we speak of faith or election, call or exodus, and 
so on, we are not developing concepts or comparing ideas but sum- 
ming up and condensing, in the bare essence captured by a word or 
phrase, the deepest experience of life: the experience of encounter 
with mystery, with God. The religious language of Judaism sprang 
not from the demands of speculative reason but from the passionate 
pressure of vital experience that was sealed by the presence and 
word of God. For this reason Judaism does not have a theology in the 
strict sense, that is, a systematically organized reflection on God; for 
the same reason, it gives priority to practical action and parabolic 
language, to halakah and haggadah. 

This explains the primal, indeed foundational importance of the 
liturgy, the latter being understood as the place of symbolic but di- 
rect encounter with God, the place where human beings do not 
speak of God but speak to God, where they do not think about God 
but think in the presence of God, and where God is not an object of 
thought but a subject who calls and challenges. This space, made up 
of gestures, words, music, movements, listening, story telling, si- 
lences, myths, and rites, is the privileged historical space wherein 
Israel experienced encounter with God and learned to understand 
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itself and him, with the aid of such categories as election, covenant, 
call, reconciliation, and so on. 

For the Church, then, a return to its origins must mean a return 
to this space in which Israel reflectively experienced itself as the 
people of God. It must mean entering into this universe of ritual that 
is also ours as Christians. Nostra aetate 4 begins, in fact, with this 
explicit statement: “Sounding the depths of the mystery which is the 
Church, this sacred Council remembers the spiritual ties which link 
the people of the New Covenant with the stock of Abraham.” 

This short sentence speaks of ties between the Church and 
Israel, a something that unites the two. The bond meant is not acci- 
dental but imperishable and essential, because it is not peripheral to 
the mystery of the Church but inherent in it; the Church discovers 
these “ties,” this unifying structure, by “sounding the depths” of its 
own mystery. The participle “sounding” (perscrutans) can here sim- 
ply describe what happens (while studying its own mystery, the 
Church discovers its ties with Judaism) or it can express an end 
result (in order to study its own reality the Church discovers that it 
cannot do without its ties to Judaism). 

But even apart from these two interpretations, which comple- 
ment one another, one thing emerges clearly: the Church’s identity 
is structurally connected with a theological space which it shares 
with Israel. This space finds objective expression above all in the 
liturgical universe in which Israel lived its faith, formed its image of 
itself, and developed its categories. The liturgical universe is the 
place par excellence wherein the ties “which link the people of the 
New Covenant with the stock of Abraham” are expressed and 
transmitted. 

Christian scholars have never taken seriously the fact that 
Christian experience and, above all, the Christian liturgy are bound 
up with Jewish cultic structures. If we look, for example, into the 
most important liturgical handbooks of recent decades,” the pattern 
for dealing with the problem of the origins of the Christian liturgy 
seems to be the following: Jesus Christ is presented as the originator 
of the Christian liturgy, for some an absolute originator in regard to 
both content and forms, for others an originator in regard to content 
but not to forms, which were borrowed from the Jewish tradition. 
The second of these two positions is the one adopted by the majority 
of Christian scholars. 

Nowadays no informed scholar thinks of looking outside the 
biblical and Jewish tradition for the origin of the Christian sacra- 
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ments.® That tradition is rightly regarded as the “context”’” or “place 
of origin” of the Christian liturgy.® But in reading these scholars one 
has a sense that this “context” and “place of origin” are looked upon 
as a provisional and unimportant background, to which in addition 
the Christian tradition stands in a polemical relationship, rather 
than as the positive, vital, and substantial soil from which the Chris- 
tian liturgy sprang. This interpretation is confirmed by two facts that 
can hardly be denied. 

The first is the paucity of information given by these authors on 
Jewish worship in the intertestamental period, although Jesus was 
nourished by that worship and its spirituality. The authors to whom I 
am referring are usually satisfied to give a few references required by 
New Testament terms (in the time of Jesus Jews worshiped in the 
synagogue, celebrated Passover, kept the sabbath, and so on), but 
show no concern to tell their readers about the wealth of content in 
the formulas of which they speak. Asa result, readers are conironted 
by skeletal remains, as it were, or by antiquated and meaningless 
structures.” 

The second fact is the radically negative judgment passed on 
Jewish worship.?° On reflection, this is of course a perfectly logical 
step, since once Jewish worship has been reduced to a lifeless skele- 
ton, what is left but to decide that it is useless and a thing of the past? 


Jesus and the Jewish Liturgy 


I am certainly not denying the originality and specificity of Jesus 
in relation to contemporary Judaism and to the liturgy on whose 
riches he fed. Like every other great personality, Jesus is not reduci- 
ble to the spiritual components found in the religion and culture of 
his time. Something in him sets him apart from his contemporaries 
and constitutes his moral grandeur. But at this point a remark of 
fundamental importance is in place: we need not declare contempo- 
rary Judaism beneath our notice, much less caricature it, in order to 
assert the true stature of Jesus. Such an uncalled for approach does 
injustice not only to Judaism but to Jesus himself, since, to use the 
image proposed by Louis Bouyer, it turns him into a “meteorite that 
fell to earth in Palestine.” 

Our need is to reverse the procedure of the scholars I have been 
describing and accustom ourselves to asserting the greatness and 
originality of Jesus not outside of Judaism or in opposition to it, but 
along with it and within it. Judaism is not the negative that makes the 
positive in Jesus and Christianity stand out more clearly; rather it is 
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the “divine melody” whose music is a standard for measuring the 
greatness and originality of Jesus and Christianity. 

If we are to succeed in really reversing the usual approach we 
must accustom ourselves to seeing Judaism and its many manifesta- 
tions as autonomous realities and not simply in relation to Christ and 
Christianity. We can do this by disinterested listening and by culti- 
vating knowledge that is respectful of its object. 

The liturgy is the privileged place for this knowledge and this 
listening, for here, more than in any other expression of the Jewish 
tradition, the inexhaustible treasures of the Bible and spirituality 
that have inspired and nourished that tradition from its beginnings 
down to the present day are summed up and brought together. Jesus 
himself, the Virgin Mary, the apostles, the early communities, and 
the first Christians were all nourished by that liturgy with its sym- 
bols and rites, its echoes and silences. 

In the following pages we shall be listening again to some of the 
more important of those musical notes. The purpose is not to com- 
pare the Jewish liturgy with the Christian, but rather to let those 
notes sound again in their original freshness. If each reader truly 
listens to those ancient notes, he or she will understand how greatly 
Jesus and the original Christian community were indebted to them 
and, above all, how much a part they are of the “ties” between the 
stock of Abraham and the New Testament Church, ties that Nostra 
aetate locates in the depths of the mystery which is the Church. 





Chapter | 


The Sources of the Jewish Liturgy 


The New Testament, that is, the collection of Christian writings 
that came into existence in the second half of the first century, bears 
abundant witness to the existence of the Jewish liturgy. The witness 
is, however, straightforwardly indicative rather than descriptive, 
that is, it tells us that in the time of Jesus certain cultic forms existed, 
but it does net tell us in what they consisted or how they were 
practiced. . 

Readers of the New Testament are in the same situation here as 
Muslims or Hindus who might read in a church newspaper that the 
Pope had celebrated Mass, administered baptism, and taken part in 
Matins. These unfortunate readers would now know of the existence 
of things called Mass and baptism and Matins. but would know noth- 
ing of their content, structure, and symbolic and ritual dynamics. If 
they wanted to learn what the realities were behind the terms they 
had read or heard, they would have only one course open to them: to 
draw on experience and a variety of sources, either by participating 
directly in the liturgy they had read about or by gathering and read- 
ing the liturgical texts and rites actually used. The situation would 
be different, of course, for Christians reading the same newspaper. In 
their case, such words as Mass, baptism, and Matins would be linked 
to personal experiences and to realities that are an immediate part of 
their everyday cultural world. No explanation would be required for 
these readers. 

The apostles and the first readers of the Christian scriptures 
were in a privileged hermeneutical position: when they read of syn- 
agogue and sabbath and Passover, they were brought in contact with 
realities they knew and were familiar with. They had a sense of the 
beauty and complexity of these things but also of their contradictions 
and ambiguities, of their symbolic and spiritual riches but also of the 
ways in which they could be manipulated or reduced to lifeless 
functions. 

This may explain why the New Testament writers take a po- 
lemical attitude toward the rites of the Jewish liturgy. Their hostility 
is harsh, sometimes even violent, but at least it is always the hostility 
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of persons who know the liturgy of their fathers “from inside” and 
who, precisely because they know and love it, can also be critical of 
it. And the purpose of their criticism is the same as the purpose of the 
prophets: not to reject the liturgy but to rediscover it in all its purity 
and authenticity. 

Present-day readers (and those of centuries past) of the Christian 
scriptures find themselves in the opposite hermeneutical situation: a 
situation of uneasiness and danger. Uneasiness, because they keep 
encountering terms now outside their cultural horizon; danger, be- 
cause they are easily tempted to fill the Jewish words with a content 
alien to them, a content that is the fruit rather of polemics than of 
honest study. It is probably the working of this mechanism that ex- 
plains the following strange phenomenon: that it is Christian readers 
rather than Jewish readers who find the New Testament writings to 
be anti-Jewish. I offer as an example Robert Aron’s book, The Jewish 
Jesus.’ Whereas the majority of Christian exegetes dealing with the 
New Testament sources prefer to emphasize the polemical attitude 
of Jesus toward Jewish worship and its replacement by Christian 
worship, Aron, a Jewish scholar, finds in these writings a rich and 
deep, fresh and joyous spirituality without which it is impossible to 
understand either Jesus himself or the experience of his followers. 

This example is not unimportant, for it shows clearly that the 
New Testament writings can be approached with different sensibili- 
ties which may be in harmony or out of harmony with those of 
Judaism. If they are in harmony, the writings reveal, to our surprise, 
new hidden yet luminous meanings; if they are out of harmony, the 
writings are reduced to lifeless words that are used for polemical 
purposes instead of being listened to with respect. 

If, then, we are to avoid interpreting reductively the liturgical 
information provided in the New Testament literature, we must 
have recourse to other sources that are more directly and explicitly 
Jewish. This statement explains the plan of the present chapter. I 
shall first cite some of the many New Testament passages that attest 
the existence of certain forms of Jewish liturgy. I shall then call at- 
tention to the principal sources with which we can fill out and com- 
pare the references made in the Christian scriptures. 


I. INFORMATION IN THE New TESTAMENT 


|. The Temple and the Synagogue 


i 


The New Testament writings refer to the temple about seventy 
times. Here are some examples. Mt 21:12: “Jesus entered the tem- 
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ple”; Lk 22:53: “I was with you day after day in the temple”; Jn 7:14: 
“Jesus went up into the temple and taught”; Acts 3:1: “Peter and John 
were going up to the temple”; Mk 14:58: “We heard him say, ‘I will 
destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days I will 
build another, not made with hands’ ”’; 1 Cor 3:16: “Do you not know 
that you are God’s temple?” 

The New Testament also makes about seventy references to the 
synagogue, almost all of them simply factual. Mt 4:23: “He went 
about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues”; Mt 12:35: “He... 
entered their synagogue”; Mt 13:54: “He taught them in their syna- 
gogues”; Mk 1:21: “On the sabbath he entered the synagogue and 
taught”; Mk 6:2: “On the sabbath he began to teach in the syna- 
gogue”; Jn 6:59: “This he said in the synagogue, as he taught at Ca- 
pernaum”; Acts 9:20: “In the synagogues immediately he [Paul] pro- 
claimed Jesus”; Acts 13:5: “They [Paul and Barnabas] proclaimed the 
word of God (logon tou Theou) in the synagogues of the Jews.” But the 
richest New Testament testimony regarding the synagogue is in 
Lk 4:15-22: 


And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; 
and he went to the synagogue, as his custom was, on the 
sabbath day. And he stood up to read; and there was given to 
him the book of the prophet Isaiah. He opened the book and 
found the place where it was written, 


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

and recovering of sight to the blind, 

to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. 


And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant, 
and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were 
fixed on him. And he began to say to them, “Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” And all spoke 
well of him, and wondered at the gracious words which 
proceeded out of his mouth; and they said, “Is this not Jo- 
seph’s son?” 


This passage is especially valuable because it is the earliest 
source we have that provides information about the functioning of 
the Jewish synagogue. In particular, it tells us of: 
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—the existence of a synagogue at Nazareth; 

—the day (Saturday, the sabbath} on which the people assem- 
bled in the synagogue; 

—the “right” of each male present to read the Torah (v. 16: “he 
stood up to read’); 

—the actual passage from the prophets (the haftarah) that was 
read on that sabbath (Is 61:1-2); 

—the practice of using and keeping the Torah on parchment 
rolls which, depending on their size, were opened and closed with 
the help of aides; 

—the custom of having a homiletic commentary after the read- 
ing: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21); 

—the positive reaction of those present, who wonder at the 
words of Jesus. 

The various passages cited exemplify the two ways of using the 
term “synagogue” in the Christian scriptures: at times factually (as in 
“He entered their synagogue”), at times descriptively. When de- 
scriptions, in the sense of further information, are given, they em- 
phasize one aspect in particular: the synagogue as a place for study 
and teaching. This explains why Jesus is so often said to go to the 
synagogue “‘to teach,” didaskein (see Mt 4:23; 13:54; Mk 1:21; 6:2; Jn 
6:59; etc.). As well as being a place of assembly and prayer, the syna- 
gogue is a place for teaching, a place where people learn to read the 
scriptures and interpret the divine will in the light of Jesus. 


2. The Sabbath 


Another lengthy series of passages (about seventy} has to do with 
the sabbath, the feast day par excellence of the Jewish liturgy. The 
term “sabbath” almost always occurs in the context of the synagogue 
and, instead of simply recording an objective fact, usually has po- 
lemical overtones. Here are some examples. Mt 12:1-2: “At that time 
Jesus went through the grain fields on the sabbath; his disciples were 
hungry, and they began to pluck ears of grain and to eat. But when 
the Pharisees saw it, they said to him, ‘Look, your disciples are doing 
what is not lawful to do on the sabbath’ ”; Mk 1:21: “On the sabbath 
he entered the synagogue and taught”; Mk 3:4-5: “He said to them, 
‘Is it lawful on the sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to 
kill?’ But they were silent. And he looked around at them with 
anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, and said to the man, 
‘Stretch out your hand.’ He stretched it out and his hand was re- 
stored”; Mk 2:27-28: “He said to them, ‘The sabbath was made for 
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man, not man for the sabbath; so the Son of man is lord even of the 
sabbath.’ ” 

As I pointed out, these texts (which are only a few of many) show 
that references to the sabbath are primarily polemical. But the po- 
lemical element must not be exaggerated. Even more importantly, 
we must not think that it implies a complete rejection of the institu- 
tion of the sabbath. Like everything in the realm of ritual, the sab- 
bath was in danger of losing its spiritual inspiration and being seen 
only as something external and as a formality. It is against this mysti- 
fication and not against the sabbath as such that the attacks of Jesus 
and the early Christian tradition were directed. Careful examination 
shows that these attacks continued the prophetic denunciations so 
cherished by the main pre- and post-exilic biblical experience; their 
purpose was not to do away with ritual but on the contrary to restore 
its authenticity. If this be the case, and it is, the attacks of Jesus on the 
sabbath are a sign not of anti-Jewish sentiment but of fidelity to the 
authentic meaning of the sabbath. 


3. Passover and Pentecost 


The New Testament sources refer to Passover about thirty times 
and almost always in a factual way. Here are some examples. Mt 
26:2: “You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the 
Son of man will be delivered up to be crucified”; Mt 26:17: “Now on 
the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus, saying, 
‘Where will you have us prepare for you to eat the Passover?’ ’’; 1 Cor 
5:7-8: “Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us, there- 
fore, celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of 
malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth.” Other references occur in Lk 22:1, 22:14-18; Jn 2:13; etc. 

These passages provide little information about the actual 
course of the feast. We are told cnly the two names of the feast 
(Passover or Unleavened Bread), what time was allowed for prepara- 
tion, and some sketchy details about the ritual actions (taking bread, 
offering the blessing, breaking the bread, and distributing it; see Lk 
22:14-18). The sparse information shows nonetheless how important 
Passover was to Jesus and the Christian communities. 

There were at least two reasons for this. The first is that accord- 
ing to a unanimous New Testament tradition it was in the context of 
Passover that Jesus “instituted” the Eucharist: “And as they were 
eating, he took bread... and gave it to them, and said: “Take; this is 
my body’ ” (Mk 14:22-25 par.). 

Despite the simplicity of the words, exegetes and liturgical 
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scholars know how difficult it is to get back to their real meaning. 
What actually happened during this final meal of Jesus? At what 
point did Jesus introduce his command about commemoration? 
What did he really intend to say? And what did the disciples gath- 
ered around him understand him to be saying? Adequate answers to 
these questions cannot be derived from the New Testament sources 
alone. A great deal of light can however be derived from other 
sources that tell us of the structure and course of the Passover meal. 
Recourse to these is necessary, not because we disregard or deny the 
originality of Jesus’ statements, but rather because we desire to un- 
derstand them better and bring out their full meaning. 

The second reason for the great importance of Passover to the 
Christian communities was its metaphorical applications: Christ is 
the new paschal lamb; Christians are the real “unleavened bread” 
(massot; see 1 Cor 5:7), in which the “leaven” of sin is no longer at 
work but only transparent truth. The Jewish Passover—to which the 
New Testament texts simply allude, since they suppose that the 
reader is familiar with it—is the most important topos of all for an 
understanding of the Christian experience. It supplies both the con- 
text and the text of Christian origins. 

Regarding Pentecost (literally, “the fiftieth [day], because the 
feast was celebrated fifty days after Passover), the New Testament 
has very little to say: Acts 20:16: “Paul had decided to sail past Ephe- 
sus, so that he might not have to spend time in Asia; for he was 
hastening to be in Jerusalem, if possible, on the day of Pentecost”; 1 
Cor 16:8: “But I will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost.” But despite the 
paucity of references to it, the feast of Pentecost became especially 
important to the early Church because it had been the day of the 
outpouring of the Spirit, as we see in the great picture painted by 
Luke in the Acts of the Apostles (2:1-13). 

The New Testament provides no detailed information about 
Pentecost, any more than it does for the other feasts. It simply re- 
cords its existence and makes known how important it became to the 
early community as the feast par excellence of the Holy Spirit. But 
why did this Jewish feast, which was the least popular of the pilgrim- 
age feasts, become so central in Christianity that the act constitutive 
of the Christian community was associated with it? How did it be- 
come the privileged “locus” of the Spirit? In what sense was the 
Church born that day as a community of love, a community that 
reached out beyond the varied national and cultural frontiers? 

Once again, the answer to these questions does not come from 
the New Testament sources. We must turn to other documents 
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which enable us to reconstruct the course of this feast in the time of 
Jesus. Only by so doing will we be in a position to understand the 
reinterpretation of the feast by the Christian community and its 
transformation into the occasion of the gift of the Holy Spirit. 


4. Huts or Tabernacles 


John speaks of this feast under the Greek name Skenopégia (from 
skené, tent, and pégeo, pitch, put up: “Pitching of Tents”). This is the 
feast known variously in English as Huts, Booths, Tents, and Taber- 
nacles. For the occasion every Jew erected a hut on the bare ground 
in order to commemorate the time when his ancestors were wan- 
derers in the wilderness. 

The fourth evangelist has two references to the feast. The first is 
in Jn 7:2: “Now the Jews’ feast of Tabernacles was at hand...’’; the 
second is in Jn 7:37-39: “On the last day of the feast, the great day (te 
megalé tés eortés), Jesus stood up and proclaimed, ‘If any one thirst, 
let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the scrip- 
ture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.” ’ 
Now this he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him 
were to receive; for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because 
Jesus was not yet glorified.” 

These Johannine testimonies supply the following information: 

—the two names of the feast: “Tabernacles” (Huts, etc.) and “the 
feast par excellence.” According to the rabbis and the Mishnah the 
feast of Tabernacles was and is the most imaginative, popular, and 
joyous. 

—the reinterpretation by Jesus of an element of the feast (the 
drawing of water; the pouring of it in lustrations) so that it now refers 
to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit: “Now this he said about the 
Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive.’ 

—the probable gradual identification of the feast of Tabernacles 
with the feast of Pentecost. Since the latter is the great feast of the 
Spirit it ended up absorbing the feast of Tabernacles. This would 
explain why of the three great feasts of the Jewish liturgy—Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles—the last-named has almost disappeared 
from the Christian tradition. 


5. The Feasts of Dedication (Hanukkah) and Atonement 
(Yom Kippur) 


The New Testament bears witness to the existence of another 
Jewish feast: “It was the feast of the Dedication at Jerusalem; it was 
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winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple in the portico of Solo- 
mon” (Jn 10:22-23). The Greek word for “dedication” is Egkainia, 
which the Latin Bible simply transliterates as Encaenia. The Greek 
word is from the verb egkainiz6, which means “to renew,” “to make 
new all over again.” On this feast the Jews commemorated the day 
when the Jerusalem temple was purified and rededicated in 164 B.C. 
after its unprecedented desecration by Antiochus Epiphanes who 
had offered sacrifice to Zeus there in 167 B.C. 

Once again, the New Testament tells us nothing about the con- 
tent of this feast. We must have recourse to other sources. 

Finally, the New Testament also tells us of the existence of a 
feast which, oddly enough, is almost always passed over in silence 
and whose great importance is not even suggested. I refer to the feast 
of the Atonement, Yom Kippur, which is also called “the Day of 
Fasting” or “the Day of Days.’’ The Book of Acts has an explicit 
reference to this feast: “As much time had been lost, and the voyage 
was already dangerous because the fast had already gone by, Paul 
advised them...” (Acts 27:9). 

Even though the Christian scriptures say no more than this 
about the feast of Atonement (if we except Hebrews 9:1-28, which 
gives a christological interpretation of the content of the feast), its 
theological meaning seems to have left a profound mark on the 
preaching of Jesus. Mark (and the Synoptics generally) gives the fol- 
lowing summary of the evangelizing activity of Jesus: “Jesus came 
into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in 
the gospel’ ’”’ (Mk 1:14-15). A key element in the preaching of Jesus 
was repentance /metanoia (metanoeite). 

The English word “repentance” and the Greek metanoia trans- 
late the Hebrew shuv/teshuvah, which mean “return” and supply 
the focus and refrain of the feast of Yom Kippur. On that day the 
Jewish people recall their infidelities to God’s plan and determine to 
turn back (teshuvah) from the path of sin. It is impossible to under- 
stand the call of Jesus for metanoia if we are not familiar with the 
texts of the Jewish liturgy for the feast of Yom Kippur. Jesus himself 
fed on these texts and drew inspiration from them on his missionary 
journey from village to village of Galilee and Judea. 


6. The Prayer of Benediction (Berakah ) 


The berakah (translated in the Christian scriptures as eucha- 
ristia [thanksgiving] or eulogia [blessing] and in the Latin Bible as 
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benedictio [blessing] or gratiarum actio [thanksgiving]) was and is 
the chief form of prayer in Jewish liturgy and spirituality. “The chief 
form of prayer”: because it determines the meaning and context of 
all prayer, as. well as the dynamic movement and horizon of all lit- 
urgy and all the feasts. The berakah consists in an attitude-and-for- 
mula of wonder, praise, thanksgiving, and acknowledgment of the 
unmerited divine benevolence that provides for God’s children and 
gladdens them with the fruits of the earth and every kind of blessing. 
In the course of time the mark of the berakah came to be the set, 
standardized words with which every prayer began and ended: 
“Blessed be you, Lord, our God.” At times, the passive form (“Blessed 
be you .. .”) might be replaced by the active form: “I bless you...” 

The New. Testament tells us of many berakot, some explicit, 
others—the majority—implicit. Among the best known is the one in 
which Jesus thanks the Father for having chosen “babes” as the 
recipients of his revelation: 


I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou 
hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding 
and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, for such was thy 
gracious will. All things have been delivered to me by my 
Father: and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no 
one knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom 
the Son chooses to reveal him (Mt 11:25-27; see Lk 
10:21-22). 


The most famous of the implicit berakot is the one to which all 
the Synoptic evangelists refer in the account of “the institution of the 
Eucharist”: “And as they were eating, he took bread, and blessed, 
and broke it, and gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.’ 
And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, 
and they all drank of it. And he said to them, ‘This is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for many’ ”’ (Mk 14:22-24). 

This passage shows that there were two berakot, one over the 
bread and one over the chalice, but it does not tell us what form they 
actually took. Here, as elsewhere, the New Testament sources do not 
adequately inform us. 

Another testimony to Jesus’ use of the berakah form is in Mk 
6:41, where the influence of the Eucharist is undeniable: “And tak- 
ing the five loaves and the two fish he looked up to heaven, and 
blessed, and broke the loaves...” (a very similar passage occurs 
again in Mk 8:6-7). Other references to blessings are to be seen in Mk 
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10:16, where Jesus takes the children in his arms and “blesses them,” 
that is, says a berakah over them, and in Jn 11:41, where Jesus utters 
a berakah to the Father for the raising of Lazarus: “Jesus lifted up his 
eyes and said, ‘Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me. I knew 
that thou hearest me always... .” 

If we turn from the gospels to the other New Testament writings, 
we find many other pieces of evidence. Col 3:17 can serve as an 
example: “And whatever (pan) you do, in word or deed, do every- 
thing (panta) in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 
Father through him.” According to the rabbinical tradition the de- 
vout Jew ought to recite over a hundred berakot daily. We cannot fail 
to see the same sensibility at work in Paul’s exhortation to “‘do every- 
thing” to the accompaniment of thanksgiving. In all things (panta), 
nothing excluded, Christians, like Jews, should utter a berakah. The 
only difference is that Christians are to do this “in the name of the 
Lord Jesus” or “through him,” that is, with the same intention and 
the same fullness of commitment as he had. 

No less meaningful is Eph 5:18-20: “Be filled with the Spirit, 
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody to the Lord with all your hearts, always 
and for everything giving thanks (eucharistountes pantote hyper 
panton) in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father.” 
Christians should offer berakot at all times (pantote) and for every- 
thing (hyper panton). 

The Pauline letters not only show the importance of the bera- 
kah; they also tell us the motives that give rise to it. These can be 
summed up under two headings: the existence of the new Christian 
communities and, above all, the event that is Jesus, now acknowl- 
edged and proclaimed as Messiah and Son of God. If Christians ought 
to utter a berakah in every situation and every event, then certainly 
this response is called for in face of the two main events of early 
Christianity: the multiplication of communities by the hundreds and 
the experience of the dead and risen Jesus. See, by way of example, 1 
Cor 1:4-9; Col 1:3-5; and especially the well known passage, 
Eph 1:3-14. 


7. The Prayer “Hear, O Israel” Shema‘ Yisra’el ) 
and the Eighteen Benedictions (Tefillah ) 
The Shema‘ Yisra’el, which is the Jewish people’s most impor- 


tant profession of faith, is made up of three benedictions and some 
verses of the Bible. Among the latter is Deut 6:4-9, the passage which 
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Jesus cites in reply to the scribe who asked him: “Which command- 
ment is the first of all?” (Mk 12:28 par.). “Jesus answered, ‘The first is, 
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your mind, and with all your strength” ’ ” (Mk 12:29-30). 

The New Testament bears witness not only to the Shema‘ 
Yisra’el but also, quite probably, to the tefillah, the chief prayer of the 
synagogal liturgy, which is also known by two other names: she- 
moneh ‘esreh and ‘amidanh. It consists of a series of benedictions, the 
oldest of which go back to the second century B.C. and which were 
already being recited in all synagogues by the time of Christ. We find 
traces in the gospels of some of these benedictions that made up and 
still make up the tefillah. 

The first of the benedictions reads as follows: “Blessed art thou, 
O Lord our God and God of our Fathers, God of Abraham, God of 
Isaac, and God of Jacob, the great, mighty and revered God...” 
(131).*° The second reads: “Thou, O Lord, art mighty for ever, thou 
revivest the dead, thou art mighty to save. ... Thou... revivest the 
dead with great mercy. ... Who resembleth thee, O King, who order- 
est death and restorest life.... Yea, faithful art thou to revive the 
dead. Blessed art thou, O lord, who revivest the dead” (133). 

Jesus uses the theology of these two blessings to answer the Sad- 
ducees when they come and challenge him regarding the resurrec- 
tion of the dead: “And as for the dead being raised, have you not read 
in the book of Moses, in the passage about the bush, how God said to 
him, ‘I am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Mk 12:26-27; see 
Lk 20:27-40; Mt 22:23-33). 


8. The Our Father 


The Our Father, of which we have two versions (Lk 11:2-4 and 
Mt 6:9-13), also reflects to an important degree the liturgy of the 
synagogue. Contrary to the claims of apologetes who like to empha- 
size the radical originality of the Our Father, a careful analysis shows 
that this prayer has deep roots in Judaism. 

This statement applies first of all tothe very structure of the Our 
Father. This reflects the ideal structure of Jewish prayer, as seen, for 
example, in biblical prayers such as that of David (1 Chron 29:10-20): 
an opening berakah, petitions, and a final, summarizing berakah. For 
this reason it is improbable that the Our Father ended with the 
words: “but deliver us from evil.” The ending given in some codices 
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of Matthew’s gospel would seem closer to the original: “For thine is 
the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever. Amen.” 

When we turn from the structure to an analysis of the several 
parts of the Our Father, the connections with Jewish prayer become 
even clearer: 

—“Our Father”: the description of God as a “father” is a recur- 
ring trait of Jewish prayer. The practice is attested first in the Bible 
itself. In Deut 32:6 and Is 63:16, for example, God is called the father 
of Israel and Israelites are called his children. The name is attested 
above all, however, in the Jewish liturgy. 

In the ‘amidah, or Eighteen Benedictions, for example, the title 
occurs twice: “Cause us to return, O our Father, unto thy Torah; 
draw us near, O our King, unto thy service...” (fifth benediction 
[139]); “Forgive us, O our Father, for we have sinned; pardon us, O 
our King, for we have transgressed” (sixth benediction [139]). We 
also find it in the second benediction before the shema‘: “O our 
Father, our King, for our fathers’ sake, who trusted in thee, and 
whom thou didst teach the statutes of life, be also gracious unto us 
and teach us. O our Father, ever compassionate, have mercy on 
us” (115). 

The name “Father” is also widely used in the liturgy of the New 
Year and of Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement), where the phrases 
“Father of mercy” and “O our Father” occur with some frequency. 
The name “Father” emphasizes the trust of the people in the mercy 
of God, while the plural “our” underscores the solidarity of the com- 
munity that is gathered for prayer. 

If these similarities are taken seriously, then the opposition 
which theologians and exegetes like to see between the Jewish con- 
ception of God and that of Jesus becomes at least questionable. Ever 
since J. Jeremias argued the thesis that the invocation abba’ is exclu- 
sively characteristic of Jesus,* this opposition has been stressed 
even more. 

Here, for example, is a statement by an exegete: “In the Aramaic 
spoken by Jesus the word ‘father’ must have been ’abba’, ‘papa,’ 
which a Jew would have thought scandalous and almost blasphe- 
mous as applied to God.” And a religion textbook reads as follows: 
“The Jews still had an incomplete and imperfect knowledge of God: 
God was for them the Almighty, the Awesome, the one who con- 
demns and punishes. It was Jesus who taught us to call God ‘father’ 
or, more accurately, ‘abba’. 

But, even if we prescind from the fact that the Jewish tradition is 
familiar with the title abba’ as applied to God (see b. Ta‘an. 23b), the 
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difference between ’ab (father) and ’abba’ (papa) should not be exag- 
gerated. It may be true that the use of ’abba’ is predominantly Chris- 
tian, but it should not be contrasted with the use of ’ab; ’abba’ repre- 
sents at most a nuance of feeling. 

—‘‘Who art in heaven”: this expression is likewise frequent in 
the Jewish liturgy. It occurs in the morning service: “Thou art the 
Lord our God in heaven and on earth” (31). In the treatise ’Abot, the 
oldest and most important in the Mishnah, there is a passage that 
reads: “Be courageous and do the will of your Father who is in 
heaven” (Abot 5, 23): The words are obviously meant as metaphori- 
cal, not geographical. They express God’s transcendence, his “‘other- 
ness” in relation to human beings. If the word “Father” expresses 
God’s closeness to humanity, the expression “who is in heaven” 
reminds us of the irreducible difference between him and us. 

—‘‘Hallowed be thy name”: The expression immediately re- 
minds us of the gaddish, one of the oldest of Jewish prayers, used at 
the end of the reading and study of the Torah and, later on, in the 
synagogue service: “Magnified and sanctified be his great Name in 
the world which he hath created according to his will” (423). The 
expression also occurs in the gedushah, the third benediction of the 
Tefillah: “We will sanctify thy Name in the world even as they sanc- 
tify it in the highest heaven” (135). 

The parallel between these texts of the Jewish liturgy and the 
Our Father becomes even more startling when we realize the mean- 
ing of the words “sanctify the name of God.” The teachers ask: “How 
can human beings sanctify the name of God?” They answer: by their 
words but above all by their lives. Those who are faithful to God’s 
will and prefer it to their own “sanctify his Name.” The true “sancti- 
fication of the Name” (qiddush ha-shem) consists in the gift of one’s 
life; it consists in martyrdom. 

We can now understand better what Jesus is referring tg when 
he says “hallowed be Thy name”: the words express his conception 
of God but above all they express the gift of his life, which is “‘sacri- 
ficed” for all (see Mt 26:24; Lk 22:19). By his “death on the cross” in 
obedience to the Father’s will Jesus “sanctified the Name.” The same 
thread runs through history from Jesus dying on the cross to the 
thousands of Jews who called upon God and glorified him as they 
entered the gas chambers: they as well as Jesus “sanctified 
the Name.” 

—“Thy kingdom come”: these words are likewise to be found in 
the gaddish: “May he establish his kingdom during your life and 
during your days and during the life of all the house of Israel” (213). 
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This is clearly a kingdom to be established not in some metahistori- 
cal realm but in our present history. The kingdom of God is to be- 
come a reality in this world and not just in the next. When Jesus calls 
for the coming of the kingdom of God he is thinking of a humanized 
world in which human beings can live in a fruitful peace as brothers 
and sisters. 

—‘Thy will be done”: these words occur in 1 Mac 3:59-60: “It is 
better for us to die in battle than to see the misfortunes of our nation 
and of the sanctuary. But as his will in heaven may be, so he will do.” 
The same attitude of abandonment to God’s will finds expression in 
the prayer which Jews utter as they feel death drawing near: “May it 
be thy will to send me a perfect healing. Yet if my death be fully 
determined by thee, I will in love to accept it at thy hand” (1065). 

—‘Give us this day our daily bread”: the preceding invocations 
had God as their object; this and the following ones have human 
needs as their object. The petition for “bread” is part of the ninth 
benediction of the tefillah: “Bless this year unto us, O Lord our God, 
together with every kind of the produce thereof, for our welfare; give 
a blessing upon the face of the earth. Oh satisfy us with thy goodness, 
and bless our year like other good years. Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
who blessest the years.” 

Some commentators liked to see in this Jewish blessing an allu- 
sion to the manna in the wilderness. Not without reason, some Fa- 
thers of the Church liked to see in the “daily bread” of the Our 
Father an allusion to the Eucharist. Thus the Our Father is linked to 
the Jewish liturgy not only textually but even hermeneutically. The 
allusion to the manna may also shed light on the difficult Greek 
adjective epiousion: just as the Israelites were to gather the manna, 
“each as much as he could eat” (Ex 16:21) because any surplus gath- 
ered “bred worms and became foul” (Ex 16:20), so the bread which 
we ask of God is bread that is enough for each day and frees us of any 
worry about the future and any hoarding. The same thought is ex- 
pressed in Prov 30:8: “Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me 
with the food that is needful for me.” 

—‘Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors”: the idea of 
forgiveness finds expression in the sixth benediction of the tefillah: 
“Forgive us, O our Father, for we have sinned; pardon us, O our King, 
for we have transgressed; for thou dost pardon and forgive. Blessed 
art thou, O Lord, who art gracious, and dost abundantly forgive” 
(139). Even the thought in “as we forgive our debtors’” has its origin 
in the synagogue and the Old Testament. We find it in the Yom 
Kippur liturgy and in Sir 28:2: “Forgive your neighbor the wrong he 
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has done, and then your sins will be pardoned when you pray.” The 
same doctrine is found in the majority of the rabbis, who teach that 
“if you forgive your neighbor, the One will forgive you; but if you do 
not forgive your neighbor, no one will have mercy on you.’ 

—“‘Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil”: this 
idea of deliverance (redemption) is found in the seventh benediction 
of the tefillah: “Look upon our affliction and plead our cause, and 
redeem us speedily for thy Name’s sake; for thou art a mighty Re- 
deemer. Blessed art thou, O Lord, the Redeemer of Israel’’ (141). 
There is an even closer resemblance in the Talmud, b. Ber. 60b: “Do 
not abandon me to the power of sin or to the power of guilt or to the 
power of temptation or to the power of shame.” It is true, of course, 
that the Talmud was composed many centuries after Christ, but 
many of its materials go back to a far distant period, even prior to the 
time of Christ. | 


I have dwelt at length on the Jewish roots of the Our Father, not 
in order to belittle the value and riches of this prayer but rather to 
help us better appreciate and delight in it. Jesus called on the same 
God as did his Jewish brothers and sisters and used the same turns of 
phrase as they did. His originality consisted in bringing to fulfillment 
what the biblical and liturgical texts proclaimed and expressed (see 
Mt 5:17: “Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the 
prophets; I have come not to abolish them but to fulfill them”). The 
prayer which Jesus gives us is not opposed to the prayers of the Jews 
but brings them to fulfillment. 


Il. SOURCES IN THE MISHNAH 


The New Testament offers us many testimonies to the Jewish 
liturgy. But, as we have also seen, these are testimonies to the exis- 
tence of that liturgy and not descriptions of it. 

The New Testament presupposes the existence of Jewish wor- 
ship, and for that reason its references to it are mostly implicit, allu- 
sive, and scanty. Since this is the case, we must, if we wish to under- 
stand these New Testament references, have recourse to other 
sources that will directly and explicitly help us to reconstruct the 
world of Jewish worship in the time of Jesus and the early Christian 
community. 

Among all these sources, the first and most important is still the 
Mishnah, a compilation of Jewish laws and regulations that goes back 
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to 200 A.D., but whose materials are very ancient and antedate even 
the time of Christ. “Though produced two generations later than NT 
times, the Mishna contains fairly reliable accounts of Jewish prac- 
tices that prevailed during NT times. The authorities quoted in the 
Mishna were mostly persons who lived during the first 130 years of 
the Christian era.’”’ 


|. The Liturgical Tractates of the Mishnah 


One of the most important areas of Jewish practice on which the 
Mishnah informs us quite fully is the area of liturgy and worship. Of 
the six “Orders” that make up the book two are devoted explicitly 
and exclusively to this kind of practice. They are therefore a neces- 
sary liturgical source if we are to become familiar with the concrete 
way in which the Jewish people prayed and celebrated, especially 
during the intertestamental period and at the time of Jesus. 

More concretely, the Mishnah tells us about: 

—the sacrificial worship conducted in the Jerusalem temple. 
The entire fifth Order, Qodashim (“Holy things’), is dedicated to this 
subject and deals with sacrifices, offerings of grain and beverages, 
the slaughter of animals, the daily ritual of the temple, and the archi- 
tecture of the temple. The eleven tractates of this Order are meant as 
answers to the following practical questions: What are the various 
kinds of sacrifices (grains, doves, etc.; offerings as fines)? With what 
intention are such sacrifices to be offered? How are the animals des- 
tined for sacrifice to be slaughtered? And how should the temple be 
built in which these sacrifices are to be offered to the divinity? 

These treatises, however, are not very important for an under- 
standing of the New Testament liturgy, since, as everyone knows, 
the latter drew its inspiration from the liturgy of the synagogue 
rather than that of the temple. The former of these two was practiced 
by the many and was popular; the latter was quite specialized and 
elitist (it was the work of the Levitical and priestly class and only 
indirectly of the people). 

—the various feasts and anniversaries of the Jewish people. The 
entire second Order, Mo‘ed (“‘feasts,” “important dates”), is devoted 
to this subject. It deals with shabbat (the sabbath), pesah (Passover), 
yom kippur (the day of atonement), sukkot (tabernacles, huts), rosh 
ha-shanah (New Year’s), and purim (from the Akkadian pur = “lot,” 
“fate”; the feast recalls that 14th of Adar [February-March] on 
which Aman, who had “drawn lots” for the death of the Hebrews, 
saw his plan fail and, instead of slaying, was himself slain). 
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Unlike the Order on sacrificial worship, this Order is especially 
important for a knowledge of the New Testament liturgy. The reason 
is that it tells us about the entire synagogal liturgy and its principal 
forms and institutions (the sabbath; pilgrimage feasts; lesser feasts). 
As I said above, although these tractates were not composed until 
two centuries after Jesus and the first Christian communities, they 
refer to liturgical and rubrical practices that in all probability were 
current in the intertestamental period. 

:—the berakah (benediction), which was the inspiration and ex- 
pression of Jewish liturgy and prayer, its inner power, and its inex- 
haustible treasure. The Mishnah devotes the entire first tractate of 
the first Order to this subject. The tractate is entitled Berakot and its 
nine chapters are distributed as follows: the first three develop the 
theme of the shema‘ Yisra’el; the fourth and fifth speak of prayer in 
general; the sixth, seventh, and eighth deal with the birkat ha-mazon 
(the benediction after a meal, which is the benediction par excel- 
lence since it is of biblical origin, as attested by Deut 8:10); the ninth 
and final chapter deals with other benedictions. 

The tractate Berakot is important not simply for its contents but 
also by reason of its position, for it begins not only the first Order of 
the Mishnah but the Mishnah in its entirety and therefore the re- 
maining five Orders. Is it an accident that the benedictions are the 
first subject discussed in the Mishnah, or can we see some deeper 
inspiration at work? Many have asked why the tractate on benedic- 
tions was not made part of the second Order, which deals with the 
feasts, rather than of the first, which is concerned with “seeds” 
(Zera‘im) or agriculture. Was this due simply to an illogical choice, or 
does the seeming illogicality conceal a higher logic? 

Those who have grasped the dynamism at work in the berakah 
and understood its importance for the entire biblical and Jewish spir- 
itual universe will have no doubts: the berakah stands at the begin- 
ning of the Mishnah (and of its commentary in the Talmud) not by 
chance but for theological reasons. These are principally two: one 
justifying its position as the beginning of the entire Mishnah, and 
another justifying its position as the beginning of the Order devoted 
to “seeds.” 

The berakah is the “beginning” of the entire Mishnah in the 
sense that it is not simply a part or stage of it but rather its root and 
foundation: it generates and establishes the Mishnah, it explains and 
justifies it. In other words, this tractate is a logical and theological 
starting point, and not simply a historicochronological beginning. 
The entire Torah derives its meaning from the berakah: it is the 
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expression of berakah and calls urgently for it, it evokes and sug- 
gests it. 

Berakah is also the beginning of the Order dealing with “seeds,” 
that is, with the fruits of human labor and the soil. For berakah 
involves more than a generic thanking of God; it also means using the 
“fruits of the earth” in accordance with God’s will. To be capable of 
berakah means being able to live by the logic of gift and sharing, of 
gratuitousness and participation. For this reason the tractate Berakot 
is followed by the tractates Pe’ah (“Corner”), Demai (“Doubt”), 
Kil’aim (“Mixtures”), and Shevi'‘it (“Seventh Year”), the first two and 
the last of which deal with the rights of the poor. This is because 
where berakah exists there can be no injustice and poverty but only 
equality and brotherhood-sisterhood. 


2. The Talmud 


Once composed, the Mishnah became the object of study and 
discussion not only in Palestine, where it originated, but also in 
Babylon, where there were sizable and flourishing academies (Ne- 
hardea, Sura, Pumbedita, Mahoza, etc.). The procedure and study 
method in these schools was to read an article of the Mishnah and 
then endeavor to plumb its meaning more fully through discussion 
and comparison. The Talmud (from the Hebrew root, Imd, to study) 
can be regarded as the vast collection of these discussions. 

If the Mishnah was the textbook of the academies, the Talmud 
was an extensive critical commentary on it. For this reason the Tal- 
mud (the name is an abbreviation of Talmud Torah, “study of the 
Law’’) is made up of two parts: the first reproduces the text of the 
Mishnah, the second is an analysis and further discussion in which 
internal contradictions are resolved and the whole is brought into 
harmony with the haggadic tradition. This second part is called the 
Gemara, an Aramaic word meaning “interpretation” or, more accu- 
rately, “completion”: it “completes” the Mishnah by shedding light 
on difficulties and applying its meaning, especially with the aid of 
midrashic stories. 

Talmud Torah, “the study of the Law,” was conducted in the 
great schools and academies. These institutions drew their inspira- 
tion, for practical purposes, from one or other of the two great centers 
of Judaism at that time: Babylon and Jerusalem (the latter was re- 
placed after its destruction by other nearby centers: Jamnia, Cae- 
sarea, Sepphoris, Lydda, and Tiberias). Consequently, when the 
need was felt of putting into writing the discussions of the Mishnaic 
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text, it was natural that there should be two redactions. The result 
was two Talmuds, one called (not quite accurately) the Jerusalem 
Talmud, which was compiled probably in the fifth century, and the 
other the Babylonian Talmud, which was also compiled in the fifth 
century at the academy in Sura when Rabbi Ashi (d. 427) was its 
president. 

The two Talmuds display many similarities but also important 
differences. The Palestinian Talmud (as the Jerusalem Talmud is 
often called) is written in Jewish-Aramaic, with many words and 
phrases being borrowed from the Greek spoken in Syria and Pales- 
tine. It uses a text of the Mishnah that is different (and perhaps older) 
from that used in the Babylonian Talmud. It comments on only 
thirty-nine tractates, takes a free approach to the text, and its style is 
sober by comparison with that of its counterpart. 

The Babylonian Talmud is written in Eastern Jewish-Aramaic 
but with large sections in Hebrew. It omits any commentary on many 
tractates of the Mishnah (those especially that have to do with the 
temple and with Levitical practices no longer relevant to Jewish life 
after the destruction of the temple). It is extremely rigid in its respect 
for the text and must therefore have recourse at times to very subtle 
techniques in order to interpret it without additions or alterations. 
Most notably, it gives greater room to the haggadic tradition. 

Both Talmuds begin with a commentary on tractate Berakot 
(this is the only tractate of the first Order that is received and com- 
mented on in the Babylonian Talmud). The commentaries are an 
inexhaustible source for understanding the soul of the Jewish lit- 
urgy. The Babylonian commentary is especially rich. 


Hl. THE SIDDUR OR PRAYER BOOK 


Even the Mishnah is an inadequate source of access to the Jew- 
ish liturgy, since it is a primarily halakic or juridical work and does 
not cite the complete texts of the prayers and rites used in the syna- 
gogues or in homes. For this reason, we must go a step further and 
turn to the prayer books of the Jewish liturgy in which all the official 
euchological texts are set down. Familiarity with these books is indis- 
pensable for a knowledge of the Jewish liturgy not only as it is today 
but also as it was in the time of Jesus and the early Church. 

Let me explain what I mean. The prayer books were not com- 
piled until many centuries after the New Testament writings. Fur- 
thermore, many ofthe prayers in these books, like the order in which 
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they are to be recited, are of uncertain origin and difficult to date. But 
what was said above of the Mishnah holds also for the prayer books: 
that the materials are from times far earlier than the period of compi- 
lation. The prayer book as we have it today goes back to about the 
tenth century of the Christian era. But, as J. Petuchowski says, 
“many of the prayers went back to the first century and beyond.’” 
The same author says, with no less validity, that “in spite of all the 
variety [that is, differences between the Babylonian and Palestinian 
liturgies] the basic rubrics of the synagogue service have remained 
constant from at least the first century, if not before.’’’ These state- 
ments explain why in a chapter on the New Testament liturgy I have 
referred to texts that are so far removed in time from the period 
when the Christian Church came into existence. 

Let me repeat: The prayer book is the principal book used by the 
praying Jew. In its turns of phrase and even in many of its prayers we 
can find echoes of Jesus himself and the early communities. For this 
reason, it must be regarded, along with the Mishnah, as an irreplace- 
able source for understanding the prayer of Jesus and the sparse 
information that can be gotten from the New Testament. 


|. The First Official Prayer Books 


While tradition attributes the first “Prayer Book” to Moses (b. 
Ros. Has. 17b says that God showed Moses the “Seder Tefillah’’}, the 
first historically attested authentic compilation of official Jewish 
prayers was the work of Rav Amram Gaon in 785 A.D. It was known 
as a Seder (a Hebrew word meaning “order,” “orderly sequence”) or 
Siddur (“ordering,” “putting in order”) or, more rarely, Mahzor. 
These words presuppose a following tefillot (“prayers”), so that the 
complete title would be Seder tefillot, “Order of Prayers.” From the 
ninth century on this was the official title which most Jews gave to 
their prayer book. An exception was the German Jews and the Se- 
phardic Jews, who called it simply Tefillah, “Prayer.” 

Amram was Gaon (President; the literal meaning of Gaon is 
“great or illustrious one’’) of the academy at Sura in Babylonia and, 
as such, was at that time spiritual head of all Jews throughout the 
world. He was asked to organize into a single document all the 
prayers used by the various dispersed Jewish communities. The im- 
mediate source of the request was Spanish Jewish scholars, who 
thought that the existence of a single prayer book would better en- 
sure the unity of Judaism and agreement on its spiritual values. 

In response to this request Amram made a compilation which, 
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because of its editor’s prestige, captured the attention of the entire 
Jewish world. It was publicized by countless copies, many of which 
(admittedly revised and expanded) survived until 1865, the year in 
which the book was printed for the first time in Warsaw. 

But because Amram’s Siddur was a response to a group of Jewish 
scholars, it met their needs rather than the needs of the people. For 
this reason it was followed almost immediately by another, that of 
Rav Saadia Gaon (882-942), the greatest of the teachers in the Baby- 
lonian academy at Sura and one of the greatest geniuses of the Jewish 
Middle Ages. As the author explains in his preface, his collection was 
inspired by the concrete needs of Jewish communities (and not by 
the needs of the rabbis, as was that of Rav Amram). He was worried 
by the liturgical anarchy which threatened the Jewish communities, 
and he therefore collected and arranged an “order of prayers [which 
he wanted to see] used everywhere and by everyone.” 

In his work he followed certain criteria: 

—texts to be selected on the basis of their authority, which in 
turn derived from their unchallenged and documented use; 

—restoration of the original and uncontaminated form of the 
texts, whether these dated from the pre-exilic or the post-exilic 
period; 

—elimination of additions subsequently made by individuals, 
groups, or schools in order to meet the specific needs of communi- 
ties, centers, or trends; 

——addition of some poetic texts (his own among them) that ex- 
pand the traditional repertory; 

—arrangement of the texts within an explanatory theological 
framework, and their further division according to a daily (daily 
prayers and offices) and yearly (liturgies for the feasts) rhythm. 

I have dwelt at length on these two Suddurim, not only because 
they still supply the basic structure of the Jewish prayer book, which 
is “essentially ... one from China to Peru,”™ but also and above all 
because they are a necessary step in the effort to understand the 
liturgical universe that has sustained the Jewish world from the be- 
ginning, including the time of Jesus. 


2. Before the Siddurim of Rav Amram Gaon 
and Rav Saadia Gaon 
We must not think that before Amran: Gaon and Saadia Gaon 


there were no prayer books (passed on either orally or in the form of 
notes). The Siddurim of these two men were in fact compilations of 
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already existing and even ancient materials and not a creation out of 
nothing. This is why Jewish scholar Evelyn Garfiel could write: “It is 
reasonably certain that by the early days of the Second Temple, 
about 400 B.C.E., some form of group prayer service existed among 
the Jews. That service included recitation of Psalms, the Shema, pos- 
sibly some other prayers, and readings from the Torah.” 

Those Siddurim, which were compiled, learned, and transmit- 
ted orally, came into being and reached completion in connection 
with the “synagogues,” the weekly gatherings that probably origi- 
nated during the Babylonian exile, when the Jews, far removed from 
their homeland, assembled to read the Torah and listen to the 
prophets. 

There are divergent views among scholars as to the origin of the 
synagogue, but this much is certain: from the post-exilic period on, 
another form of worship came into existence alongside the worship 
in the temple. Worship in the temple was administered by the 
priestly class and was far from meeting the needs of the people. The 
new form of worship, on the other hand, was non-priestly and demo- 
cratic; it was based not on sacrifice but on prayer and Torah. 

This new form of worship would subsequently become known 
as ‘“synagogal” and would develop during the centuries between the 
rebuilding of the Second Temple, 520-515 B.C., and its destruction in 
70 A.D. It would finally prevail and become the most authentic ex- 
pression of the Jewish liturgy. It can be said to have achieved its 
adequate structure by the first century of the Christian era: “By the 
generation after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., the syna- 
gogue service was fairly well established, though there was as yet no 
written Prayer Book recording in one place all the prayers then al- 
ready in use, nor any single written record of the order of the various 
services.’’*9 

It is this liturgy, already “organized” and to some extent struc- 
tured, that flowed into the Siddurim of Amram and Saadia and 
through them reaches us. 


3. Recent Siddurim 


Down the centuries the prayer books of Amram Gaon and Saa- 
dia Gaon were gradually enriched with new texts and rites, espe- 
cially after the invention of printing. The additions and new compo- 
sitions (usually known as piyyutim, “poems,” the word itself derived 
from Greek) became so numerous that the Siddurim had sometimes 
to be printed in more than one volume, as we see from the apology 
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which one publisher prefixed to a Siddur of 1600: “Observing that 
the material in this book is constantly increasing . . . and has become 
too cumbersome to be carried to the synagogue, the present pub- 
lisher, with a pure heart, decided to print the Siddur in two 
volumes.’’*4 

This overabundant, sometimes muddled and mediocre output 
led in the last century to a call for revision and simplification of the 
Siddurim. The result was, among others, The Authorized Daily 
Prayer Book of the United Hebrew Congregation of the British Com- 
monwealth, which was published, with an English translation, in 
1890 and recently revised in 1962. Other prayer books were pub- 
lished in other countries and to meet the needs of new currents of 
Jewish thought (Reformed, Orthodox, and Conservative Judaism). 

In the pages that follow I shall refer chiefly to the prayer book of 
Joseph H. Hertz, which was originally published in 1948 and was 
revised in 1975. 

Those not at home in this field may well find that, despite its 
Hebrew name, Siddur (“Order”), the prayer book is an “inextricable 
confusion.’’*® I shall therefore describe its usual structure. 

It is divided into three parts: the daily liturgy, the liturgy of the 
sabbath and feasts, and the liturgy for special occasions, including 
sickness and death. 

Daily prayers are in turn organized around the three principal 
times of the day (morning, afternoon, and evening) and always in- 
clude, in addition to a set of opening and closing texts, the Shema‘ 
Yisra’el (the supreme act of faith) and the tefillah (which is the basic 
prayer). 

The second part of the prayer book contains the prayers for the 
sabbath and feasts. The most important ritual moments of the sab- 
bath are: the lighting of lamps, the “welcome” of the sabbath, the 
synagogal service for Friday and Saturday, the service of readings, 
the conclusion of the sabbath, and the havdalah (the farewell to the 
sabbath). The feasts are presented in the following order: pesah (Pass- 
over), shavu‘ot (Pentecost), sukkot (Tabernacles), rosh ha-shanah 
(New Year’s), yom kippur (Day of Atonement), hannukah (feast of 
Lights), and purim (feast of Lots). 

The third part of the prayer book contains the prayers connected 
with the most important events of life: meals (including the birkat 
ha-mazon, the thanksgiving prayer par excellence of the Jewish lit- 
urgy), marriage, sickness, death, funerals, and so on. 





Chapter 2 


The Structure of the Jewish Liturgy 


G.E. Biddle, looking at the prayer book from the viewpoint of a 
“stranger,” speaks, not unfairly, of a bewildering confusion: 


There appears to be no design in the composition, little 
sense of order, no central culminating point, scant feeling 
for proportion, no just estimation of values, no salient fea- 
tures-——nothing, in short, by which [the stranger] may get a 
grip of the thing! an inextricable confusion; a prodigious 
tangle! 

But the confusion is not so badly confounded after all, 
presupposing that sympathy and respectful attention are 
exercised. The student will then gradually discern more 
and more of order within the chaos, and will find that, in 
common with all human productions, this noble volume is 
explainable and explicable without great difficulty in ac- 
cordance with the genius of the people to whom it owes its 
origin. For the Jewish Prayer Book is what it is because its 
compilers and contributors were what they were. Its pages 
completely exhibit well marked features of Jewish 
character.’ 


At first sight, then, the Jewish liturgical universe may seem dis- 
orderly and full of overlaps. More careful observation, however, 
shows that it is in fact rigorously and thoroughly structured. In this 
context a distinction must be made between the generative nucleus 
or “foundation stone’? of the Jewish liturgy and its triple carrying 
structure. The generative nucleus is the berakah and its carrying 
structure consists of the shema‘ Yisra’el, the tefillah, and the miqrat 
Torah (“reading of the Torah”). 

This logically ordered whole can be visualized as made up ide- 
ally of three concentric circles. The center is the berakah, the genera- 
tive nucleus; the first circle is the shema‘ Yisra’el, the second is the 
tefillah, and the third is the miqrat Torah. The relation between the 
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nucleus and the circles is not static but dynamic, and the relation of 
the circles to each other is one not of juxtaposition but of recapitula- 
tion, enrichment, and amplification. Just as in a musical composition 
the same theme is repeated in ever new and original forms, so the 
several structures (whether principal or secondary) of Jewish prayer 
give varied expression to the ever new and inexhaustible meaning 
contained in the berakah. 

This ‘‘architecture of the service’ remains unchanged at the 
center of every liturgical action, whether individual or synagogal: in 
morning, afternoon, and evening prayer; on weekdays and the sab- 
bath; on the feasts and special anniversaries. From the time of Jesus 
(and even before) down to our own time this has been and continues 
to be the inner pattern of Jewish prayer, in all countries and in all 
rites, and “neither minor variations nor the major additions for cer- 
tain special occasions nor the prayers added by later generations can 
blur that pattern for those who understand the essential structure of 
the service.’ 

The pattern is always and inevitably present, even if with con- 
stantly new and original modalities, whether in the span of the week 
(Monday, Thursday, and, above all, Saturday) or the span of the year 
(pesah, shavu‘ot, sukkot, and so on), whether in the context of the 
family or the context of the synagogue. 

Since Jewish prayer has the triple carrying structure which I 
have mentioned, I must study each of its parts, but must begin with 
the berakah, which is the hidden soul of it all. The present chapter 
therefore has four parts: the first will speak of the berakah, the sec- 
ond of the shema‘ Yisra’el, the third of the tefillah, and the fourth of 
the reading of the Torah. 


l. THE IMPORTANCE AND MEANING OF THE BERAKAH 


Berakah (usually translated as “blessing” or “benediction,” or at 
times as “‘wonder-praise-gratitude’’) is one of those words in which 
the entire richness and originality of Jewish thought is summed up. It 
is arguably the word that best sums up Jewish anthropology, that is, 
its way of situating human beings in relation to God and the world. 

The berakah conveys a threefold relationship: with God, with 
the world, and with our fellow human beings. But the relationship is 
really not threefold: it is single, but may be described as triangular. 
Not only does the berakah militate against any separation of God 
from human beings (so that theology becomes speculative) and the 
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world (in a disincarnate theology), or human beings from God (an 
atheistic anthropology) and the world (a pseudo-spiritual anthropol- 
ogy), or the world from God (a secularized cosmology) and human 
beings (a cosmology geared to estheticism). On the contrary, it keeps 
these three points of reference united and inseparable and states 
clearly the conditions thanks to which they remain in a truthful 
relationship. 

As far as human beings and the world are concerned, God is the 
“source” and the “norm”: he places them in existence and deter- 
mines the ways in which they are to achieve fruition and bear fruit. 
Human beings for their part are the interpreters of God and the 
world, but also the beneficiaries of these, for they are the objects of 
God’s care and recipients of the fruits of the earth. The world, finally, 
in its relation to God and human beings is sacrament and gift: sign of 
God’s good will and concrete gift to human beings. 

In the prayer of blessing Jews acknowledge these three poles and 
the true nature of their relationship with each other. When they say 
“Blessed art thou, O Lord, for the fruits of the earth...” they are 
acknowledging God as origin and “owner” of all things; the world as 
a gift to be accepted and shared; human beings as their brothers and 
sisters with whom they are to share in the one banquet of life. The 
berakah thus sums up the real purpose of the world and thereby 
asserts itself as a condition for making the Kingdom of God a reality. 
Without it the world remains bleak and opaque, closed in upon itself, 
and given over to evil: “He who uses the good things of this world 
without reciting a blessing profanes what is holy.’”* Thanks to the 
berakah, the world recovers its original splendor, showing itself to be 
in all things the dwelling place of meaning, that is, of the sacred. 


|. The Parable of the Alphabet 


The centrality of the berakah in Jewish thought finds effective 
expression in the following parable, which has for its personages the 
twenty-two personified letters of the Hebrew alphabet. 

The reader will see that no effort at thematic reflection, however 
exacting, has ever succeeded in capturing the axiological impor- 
tance of the berakah as effectively as this parable with its poetic tale. 


When God was about to create the world by His word, the 
twenty-two letters of the alphabet descended from the terri- 
ble and august crown of God whereon they were engraved 
with a pen of flaming fire. They stood round about God, and 
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one after the other spake and entreated, “Create the world 
through me!”’ The first to step forward was the letter Taw. It 
said: “O Lord of the world! May it be Thy will to create Thy 
world through me, seeing that it is through me that Thou 
wilt give the Torah to Israel by the hand of Moses, as it is 
written, ‘Moses commanded us the Torah.’ ” The Holy One, 
blessed be He, made reply, and said, “No! Taw asked, 
“Why not?” and God answered: “Because in days to come I 
shall place thee as a sign of death on the foreheads of men.” 
As soon as Taw heard these words issue from the mouth of 
the Holy One, blessed be He, it retired from His presence 
disappointed. 

The Shin then stepped forward, and pleaded: “O Lord 
of the world, create Thy world through me, seeing that 
Thine own name Shaddai begins with me.” Unfortunately, 
it is also the first letter of Shaw, lie, and of Sheker, false- 
hood, and that incapacitated it. 

Resh had no better luck. It was pointed out that it was 
the initial letter of Ra‘, wicked, and Rasha‘, evil, and after 
that the distinction it enjoys of being the first letter in the 
Name of God, Rahum, the Merciful, counted for naught. 

The Kof was rejected, because Kelalah, curse, outweighs 
the advantage of being the first in Kadosh, the Holy One. 

In vain did Zadde call attention to Zaddik, the 
Righteous One; there was Zarot, the misfortunes of Israel, to 
testify against it. 

Pe had Podeh, redeemer, to its credit, but Pesha‘, trans- 
gression, reflected dishonor upon it. 

‘Ain was declared unfit, because, though it begins ‘An- 
awah, humility, it performs the same service for ‘Erwah, 
immorality. 

Samek said: “O Lord, may it be Thy will to begin the 
creation with me, for Thou art called Samek, after me, the 
Upholder of all that fall.” But God said: “Thou art needed in 
the place in which thou art; thou must continue to uphold 
all that fall.” 

Nun introduces Ner, “the lamp of the Lord,” which is 
“the spirit of men,” but it also introduces Ner, “the lamp of 
the wicked,” which will be put out by God. 

Mem starts Melek, king, one of the titles of God. As it is 
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the first letter of Mehumah, confusion, as well, it had no 
chance of accomplishing its desire. 

The claim of Lamed bore its refutation within itself. It 
advanced the argument that it was the first letter of Luhot, 
the celestial tables for the Ten Commandments; it forgot 
that these tables were shivered in pieces by Moses. 

Kaf was sure of victory. Kisseh, the throne of God, Ka- 
bod, His honor, and Keter, His crown, all begin with it. God 
had to remind it that He would smite together His hands, 
Kaf, in despair over the misfortunes of Israel. 

Yod at first sight seemed the appropriate letter for the 
beginning of creation, on account of its association with 
Yah, God; if only Yezer ha-Ra’‘, the evil inclination, had not 
happened to begin with it, too. 

Tet is identified with Tob, the good. However, the truly 
good is not in this world; it belongs to the world to come. 

Het is the first letter of Hanun, the Gracious One; but 
this advantage is offset by its place in the word for sin, 
Hattat. 

Zain suggets Zakkor, remembrance, but it is itself the 
word for weapon, the doer of mischief. 

Waw and He compose the Ineffable Name of God; they 
are therefore too exalted to be pressed into the service of the 
mundane world. 

If Dalet had stood only for Dabar, the Divine Word, it 
would have been used, but it also stands for Din, justice, and 
under the rule of law without love the world have fallen 
to ruin. 

Finally, in spite of reminding one of Gadol, great, Gimel 
would not do, because Gemul, retribution, starts with it. 

After the claims of all these letters had been disposed 
of, Bei stepped before the Holy One, blessed be He, and 
pleaded before Him: “O Lord of the world! May it be Thy 
will create Thy world through me, seeing that all the 
dwellers in the world give praise daily through me, as it is 
said, ‘Blessed be the Lord forever. Amen, and Amen.’ ” The 
Holy One, blessed be He, at once granted the petition of Bet. 
He said, “Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the 
Lord.” And He created His world though Bet, as it is said, 
“Bereshit God created the heaven and the earth.” 
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The only letter that had refrained from urging its claims 
was the modest Alef, and God rewarded it later for its humil- 
ity by giving it the first place in the Decalogue.°® 


2. A Benediction for Everything 


The power of narrative language enables the parable of the al- 
phabet to express in a striking way the central function of the bera- 
kah in Jewish prayer and spirituality. Of all the letters of the alphabet 
(which is a metaphor for the entire universe of values) it is the letter 
bet that created the world, and it did so because it is the first letter of 
the word berakah. One way of saying that the world is based on 
berakah is to say that it reveals its identity and discloses its meaning 
only to those who know how to say a berakah. For this reason, ac- 
cording to the Jewish tradition a berakah should be pronounced in 
every situation: 


One who sees a place where miracles have been worked in 
behalf of Israel should say: ‘Blessed is he who worked mira- 
cles for our fathers in this place.” One who sees a place in 
which a foreign worship was rooted out should say: 
“Blessed is he who rooted foreign worship out of our land.” 
Of comets, storms, thunder, wind, and lightning one should 
say: “Blessed is he whose strength and power fill the 
world.” Of mountains, hills, rivers, and deserts one should 
say: “Blessed is he who accomplishes the work of creation.” 
R. Jehudah says: “One who sees the ocean should say: 
‘Blessed is he who made the ocean,’ each time he sees it.” Of 
rains and good news one should say: “Blessed is he who is 
good and kind,” and of bad news one should say: “Blessed is 
the truthful Judge.”’ 

One who has built a new house and bought new furni- 
ture should say: “Blessed is he who has given us life, pre- 
served us in being, and brought us to this moment.” Human 
beings should bless (the Lord) for evil just as they do for 
good, and for good just as they bless him for evil. If one cries 
out to the Lord because of something that has happened, 
that prayer is vain.’ 


Of all the benedictions raised up to God, those connected with 
the fruits of the earth are especially important. Before eating bread a 
Jew says: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, 
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who bringest forth bread from the earth” (963). Before drinking a cup 
of wine he says: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the 
universe, who createst the fruit of the vine” (985). When he sees 
grain: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who createst the foods of the earth.” 
When using a perfume: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who createst per- 
fumed herbs.”’ And so on. 

There is nothing, therefore, that is not an occasion for a blessing. 
Even negative things, such as injustice or sickness, should inspire 
not a withdrawal into the self or despair, but rather blessing and 
praise. Nor should anyone think that this readiness to bless is typical 
only of the naive or the simple. When S.Y. Agnon (1880-1970) re- 
ceived news of his Nobel Prize (1966), he immediately uttered a 
benediction: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who art good and doest 
good.” And when he went to Stockholm for the prize and saw the 
King of Sweden, he recited another benediction: “Blessed art thou, O 
Lord, who makest mortals sharers in thy glory.” 

These examples already make one thing clear: berakah is the 
expression of an unhindered mind that can see the whole of reality 
in a new light. It is the greatest of human activities because it has the 
power to ‘‘make all things new” (see Rev 21:5). It is continually urged 
upon Jews, not out of a taste for infantile casuistry, but because of 
insight into its revelatory aspect. As in the gospel parable, the bera- 
kah is the true “treasure” that makes everything else superfluous or 
secondary. 


3. The Berakah for the Torah 


Jews bless the Lord not only for the fruits of the earth but also for 
the gift of the Torah: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the 
universe, who hast given us the Law of truth, and hast planted ever- 
lasting life in our midst. Blessed art thou, O Lord, Giver of the Torah” 
(487). God is blessed for the Torah because, no less than the fruits of 
the earth, it nourishes and delights the human heart. It even nour- 
ishes and delights more than do the fruits of the earth. The latter by 
themselves are not enough for human beings who live “by every- 
thing that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord” (Deut 8:3; see Mt 
4:4). The Torah is the “more” of which scripture speaks here: not a 
“more” added to the fruits of the earth, but a “more” that reveals the 
fullness of fruition and meaning. It reveals the intrinsic purpose of 
the good things of the earth, showing them to be mediations and gifts 
of the divine benevolence. 

If the entire Torah is an occasion for berakah on the part of Jews, 
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this is especially true of its fundamental contents: the covenant, the 
temple, and the messianic promise. Particularly important are the 
berakot connected with the promise, for they help us understand the 
apparently ambiguous rabbinic command that Jews “should bless 
the Lord for evil just as they bless him for good.’ In face of painful or 
tragic situations Jews are called upon to bless, not because they enjoy 
suffering, but they preserve a firm and unshakable messianic hope. 
This hope alone makes it possible to bless God amid negation and in 
the face of negation. This act of faith redeems and overcomes all that 
is negative; the latter is victorious on the historical level but is de- 
clared the loser at the eschatological level. The offering of blessing to 
God “for evil” is not a gesture of submission to fate and inevitability 
but an act of rebellion against the seemingly victorious logic of 
destiny. 


4. Berakah and Miracle 


The prayer of benediction, inspired by the fruits of the earth and 
the gift of the Torah, presupposes and gives expression to a sense of 
admiration and wonder. According to a widespread view, the word 
“miracle” applies to everything that is contrary to natural laws and 
appears as “extra-ordinary.” The rising of the sun is not seen as 
miraculous because it happens every day and is therefore considered 
to be normal; the same is true of a flower that emits its perfume, a 
flowing river, or a field of grain. But if people are present at an instan- 
taneous cure which seems to suspend the operation of the natural 
order of things, they cry “miracle,” because such things do not hap- 
pen “regularly” and are “outside” the ordinary. 

Such views belittle and betray the biblical conception of things, 
in which “miracles” are to be found not outside the ordinary but at 
the innermost, hidden heart of the ordinary. A miracle is not some- 
thing exceptional; rather it is anything whatsoever (from the most 
quotidian and trite to the most rare and unimaginable) when under- 
stood in light of the ultimate purpose that gives it existence and 
sustains it in being. 

The world and the things in it have two faces: one that is immedi- 
ately apparent and one that is hidden and foundational. At the level 
of immediate perception bread is a means of sustenance, and the sun 
a source of light. At a deeper level, however, they are “signs” of 
God’s benevolence and expressions of his creative love, for, in addi- 
tion to sustaining and giving light, they refer human beings to a 
generous, magnanimous Thou. At the first level, things remain quo- 
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tidian, ordinary, taken for granted; at the second, they take on new 
meanings and become ‘‘extra-ordinary.” 

The passage from the first to the second is effected by the act of 
blessing; a benediction rises above the sneer factuality of things and 
leads us into their inner core where they embody the intentionality 
that brought them into being. A benediction is a reflection of the 
light hidden within things. Where berakah is present, it creates mira- 
cles; where it is absent, opaqueness grows. 

= The author of the Book of Exodus tells how one evening during 
their wandering in the wilderness the Israelites saw quails come up 
and cover the camp. Then, “in the morning dew lay round about the 
camp. And when the dew had gone up, there was on the face of the 
wilderness a fine, flake-like thing, fine as hoarfrost on the ground. 
When the people of Israel saw it, they said to one another, ‘What is 
it? [Hebrew, Man hu’?]. For they did not know what it was. And 
Moses said, ‘It is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat’ ” (Ex 
16:14-15). 

In the presence of all things we should ask, as the Israelites did at 
sight of the dew, “What is it?” and like Moses we should answer: “It 
is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat.” For those capable 
of berakah everything is “manna,” everything is miraculous. The 
Baal Shem said: “Replete is the world with a spiritual radiance, re- 
plete with sublime and marvelous secrets. But a small hand held 
against the eye hides it all.” 

Blessings have the power to remove this “small hand” and make 
us see the world as “replete with a spiritual radiance.” 


5. Berakah and Awe 


A berakah does not have for its purpose to give a thing certain 
powers or qualities which it did not have before, although this is the 
meaning which “bless” has acquired in the Christian tradition, 
where “to bless” means “to bless things” rather than “to bless God 
for the things he has given to us.” The purpose of a berakah is to 
reveal the ultimate, deepest, and innermost identity of a thing, 
namely, that it exists in relation to its creator and is a tangible sign of 
his attentiveness and care. This perception of things is brought about 
by berakah and consists of connecting things with the purpose of God 
in creating them. It finds expression in the Bible in the word “awe,” 
which A.J. Heschel analyzes as follows: 


Awe is an intuition of the creaturely dignity of all things and 
their preciousness te God; a realization that things not only 
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are what they are but also stand, however remotely, for 
something absolute. Awe is a sense for the transcendence, 
the reference everywhere to Him who is beyond all things. 
It is an insight better conveyed in attitudes than in words.” 


While awe gives the ability to understand things in their con- 
nection with God, it also, and at the same time, gives insight into new 
meanings hidden in individual events. 


The meaning of awe is to realize that life takes place under 
wide horizons, horizons that range beyond the span of an 
individual life or even the life of a nation, a generation, or an 
era. Awe enables us to perceive in the world intimations of 
the divine, to sense in small things the beginning of infinite 
significance, to sense the ultimate in the common and the 
simple, to feel in the rush of the passing the stillness of the 
eternal. 

In analyzing or evaluating an object, we think and 
judge from a particular point of view. The psychologist, 
economist, and chemist pay attention to different aspects of 
the same object. Such is the limitation of the mind that it 
can never see three sides of a building at the same time. The 
danger begins when, completely caught in one perspective, 
we attempt to consider a part as the whole. In the twilight of 
such perspectivism, even the sight of the part is distorted. 
What we cannot comprehend by analysis, we become 
aware of in awe. When we “‘stand still and consider,” we 
face and witness what is immune to analysis.” 


Berakah is born of awe and produces awe because it links things 
with God’s love by situating them in his creative and provident pres- 
ence. A berakah transforms the profane into the sacred, objects into 
gifts, and things into words of love. Thanks to the berakah, the uni- 
verse becomes an immense sanctuary into which we are to enter 
with veneration and as contemplatives. 


6. Berakah and Gift 


If we try to give conceptual expression to the meaning of this 
new perception which berakah brings, we may distinguish various 
levels. 

First of all, “to bless God for bread” is to acknowledge to God the 
fatherliness of it rather than to the strength and intelligence of hu- 
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man beings. Bread belongs not to human beings but to God; here, 
however, “belongs to” signifies meaning rather than possession. 
Benedictions prevent us from claiming the rights of ownership over 
things and cause us, instead, to attribute them to God; we renounce a 
relation to them based on possession or production and declare that 
the source of their intentionality and meaning is to be found outside 
of us men and women. A benediction thus sets in motion a real 
“epistemological break”: it takes away from human beings power 
over things and puts it in the hands of God. This, then, is the first 
effect of a benediction: a shift from one’s personal center to God. 

If God is the real “owner” of things, then the only true relation- 
ship of human beings to things must be that of beneficiaries. This fact 
brings us to the second level of the restructuring effected by the 
berakah: a shift from possession to receptivity. The world does not 
belong to human beings, but they may make use of it; things do not 
belong to them, but they may use them; they have not made the 
house, but they may live in it. 

But if we are to dispose ourselves for receptivity by renouncing 
the spirit of autonomy and possessiveness, we must be ready for gifts, 
that is, have the ability to understand things according to the logic of 
gratuitousness. Now we are at the third level of the restructuring 
effected by benedictions: the shift from object to gift. A benediction 
restores to the created order its character of gift, while the absence of 
benediction plunges things back into the thick gloom wherein they 
are simply instruments and wares. 

This “transfiguring’ power of benedictions, apart from which 
things are reified and given a purely monetary value, is given 
ironical expression in the midrash on a supposed dialogue between 
Abraham and his guests. 


Abraham received the travelers as guests, and when they 
had eaten and drunk, he said to them: “Offer a benedic- 
tion.” They asked: “How?” He answered: “Say: Blessed be 
the eternal God because we have eaten what is his.” If the 
guests agreed and offered the benediction, they would have 
eaten and drunk and departed. If they did not agree to 
offer the benediction, he would say to them: “Pay what 


you owe.’’*” 


The deeper meaning of the midrash is clear: where there is benedic- 
tion, there is gratuitousness; where benediction is absent, relations 
based on commodities and payment prevail (“pay what you owe”). 
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There is a fourth and final operation set in motion by the prayer 
of benediction: the shift from manipulation to obedient listening. For 
if things are indeed gifts of God, they must be used with respect for 
the giver and docility toward him; his love must be acknowledged 
and there must be compliance with the intentionality of things. This 
means concretely that things must not be used in accord with the 
plans of self-centered individuals or nations but in accord with the 
plan of God himself, which is a plan of universal sharing. 

The revelation that reality is a gift is at the heart of the biblical 
message. This fact is also attested by the Christian scriptures, which 
are focused on the experience of Jesus as dead and risen. Thus Peter 
says: “By his divine power, he has lavished on us all things we need 
for life and true devotion, through the knowledge of him who has 
called us by his own glory and goodness” (2 Pet 1:3, NJB). As himself 
the supreme gift of God’s love to human beings, Jesus not only re- 
veals that reality is a gift; he also sums it up in his person and his 
mystery. 


7. Berakah and Sharing 


The hermeneutic of gift, to which the berakah leads, is not appli- 
cable solely at the psychological and individualistic level. Rather, it 
commits one to a profoundly ethical outlook and is translated into 
specific social choices. 

When the Israelites saw “on the face of the wilderness a fine, 
flake-like thing, fine as hoarfrost on the ground” (Ex 16:14), they 
asked one another: “Man hu’?—What is it?” Moses replied: “It is the 
bread which the Lord has given you to eat” (Ex 16:15). But to this 
explanatory answer he immediately added a command and condi- 
tion: ““This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Gather of it, every man 
of you, as much as he can eat; you shall take an omer apiece [a unit of 
measure equal to about four liters], according to the number of per- 
sons whom each of you has in his tent ” (Ex 16:16). What is given 
may not be hoarded but only accepted and enjoyed according to 
one’s capacity. “And the people of Israel did so; they gathered, some 
more, some less. But when they measured it with an omer, he that 
gathered much had nothing left over, and he that gathered little had 
no lack; each gathered according to what he could eat” (Ex 16:17-18). 

The command not to gather more than is required by one’s per- 
sonal need is followed by another that forbids hoarding for the 
morrow: “And Moses said to them: ‘Let no man leave any of it till the 
morning’ ” (Ex 16:19). Not only should one not have “more,” but one 
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should also not be concerned for “the morrow,” for both the “more” 
and “the morrow” contradict the logic of gift and hinder the joy of 
fruition. l 

When things are hoarded in obedience to the logic of “more” 
and “for the morrow,” they lose their freshness, and enjoyment of 
them is no longer possible; they become signs of death. This is the 
lesson of the biblical story, which goes on to tell how the people 
disobeyed Moses’ two commands and what the consequence was: 
“But they did not listen to Moses; some left part of it till the morning, 
and it bred worms and became foul; and Moses was angry with 
them” (Ex 16:20). 

The logic of ownership is destructive in two ways: it disfigures 
the face of things (“it bred worms and became foul”), and it elicits 
prophetic anger (““Moses was angry with them”); it destroys reality 
and offends God. It destroys reality by depriving it of its God-given 
purpose, namely, to be for the enjoyment of all; it offends God be- 
cause it denies the good will by which he cares for all his creatures 
and provides for them. 

The manna shared (the manna being a symbol of all the fruits of 
the earth) is a bread of life (‘‘it is the bread which the Lord has given 
you to eat”), while the manna hoarded (a symbol of all forms of 
undue and unjust hoarding) is a seed of destruction (“it bred worms 
and became foul’’). 

The passage is an exceptionally effective parable that may be 
seen as summing up an entire treatise on social morality. 


8. Berakah and Joy 


In addition to expressing an understanding that reality is a gift to 
be received and shared, the prayer of benediction also expresses a 
sense of joy and well-being. The ability to “bless God” is indeed the 
ability to give thanks, but, prior to this, it is the ability to express a 
sense of plenitude: the plenitude of those making the divine inten- 
tion their own and carrying it out in the world, having found and 
entered the house of being. A berakah is a sign of a heart at peace, a 
heart inhabited and filled by meaning. The joy which berakah be- 
stows is twofold: the joy of knowing oneself to be the object of the 
divine good will, and the joy that comes from seeing the world as a 
parable of unity and harmony. 

Everything that exists, from blade of grass to galaxy, is the ex- 
pression of God’s creative and ordering will that transforms chaos 
into cosmos and that can say of each part: “It is good” (see Gen 1:10). 
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According to a beautiful Jewish legend, God had created all things 
‘in mutual embrace,” so much so that he found it difficult to sepa- 
rate the waters (Gen 1:6): 


The separation of the waters into upper and lower waters 
was the only act of the sort done by God in connection with 
the work of creation. All other acts were unifying. It there- 
fore caused some difficulties. When God commanded, “Let 
the waters be gathered together, unto one place, and let the 
dry land appear,” certain parts refused to obey. They em- 
braced each other all the more closely. In His wrath at the 
waters, God determined to let the whole of creation resolve 
itself into chaos again.... Then began the singer of God’s 
praises: ‘‘O Lord of the world, in days to come Thy creatures 
will sing praises without end to Thee, they will bless Thee 
boundlessly, and they will glorify Thee without measure. 
Thou wilt set Abraham apart from all mankind as Thine 
own; one of his sons Thou wilt call ‘My first-born’; and his 
descendants will take the yoke of Thy kingdom upon them- 
selves.... And new I beseech Thee, have pity upon Thy 
world, destroy it not, for if Thou destroyest it, who will fulfil 
Thy will?” God was pacified; He withdrew the command 
ordaining the destruction of the world, but the waters He 
put under the mountains, to remain there forever... . 

The second day of creation was an untoward day in 
more than the one respect that it introduced a breach where 
before there had been nothing but unity; for it was the day 
that also saw the creation of hell. Therefore God could not 
say of this day as of the others, that He “saw that it was 
good.” A division may be necessary, but it cannot be 
called good.’ 


Joy springs from the cosmic, universal embrace, from conscious- 
ness of that “mutual embrace” of things that is bestowed by berakah. 


9. The Connection Between Berakah and Petition 


The Jewish liturgy (like the Christian) is structured around two 
focal points: not only berakah but also appeal or petition. Jews at 
prayer not only praise God for his wonderful deeds and gifts but also 
beg him to supply their needs and forgive their infidelities. Praise 
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and appeal, admiration and petition, thanksgiving and entreaty: 
these are the two focal points of Jewish prayer, whether private or 
communal. These same two foci give the Book of Psalms its struc- 
ture, for many of the psalms are hymns of praise, while others are 
prayers of petition, and still others combine praise and petition. But 
the two foci or poles are not equal in value or importance. The prayer 
of praise is logically prior to and more important than the prayer of 
petition. 

The prayer of benediction is the perfect and complete form of 
prayer. It situates God and human beings in their ultimate, ontologi- 
cal reality: God as the one who creates and bestows good things, and 
human beings as those who receive and acknowledge these. But in 
their everyday life and in the course of their history human beings 
experience not only the good but its opposite: darkness, injustice, 
oppression, sin, death, and so on. It is in this context, where they 
come to realize the gap between God’s plan and its execution, be- 
tween Edenic creation and Adamic disobedience, that the prayer of 
petition arises. Prayer of petition is not opposed to the prayer of 
benediction but presupposes it and, at the same time, is ordered to it 
and finds its purpose in it. 

The rabbis teach that when the Messiah comes, “all prayers will 
cease except the prayer of thanksgiving, and this will never cease.’’* 
The prayer of petition belongs to unredeemed time and meets a two- 
fold need. First and foremost, it gives the believer strength in face of 
the gap between God’s plan and the rejections of it in human history. 
At every point the Bible always promised peace and prosperity to 
human beings who are upright, docile, and obedient to the divine 
will. And yet, too, at all periods of history, the just are constantly 
vanquished, as is attested by the story of Job, who stands for all just 
human beings afflicted by hatred and injustice (not least the six 
million Jews burned in the Nazi crematoria). The prayer of petition 
sustains the “poor” in their ordeal: it helps them retain their trust in 
God and prevents them from succumbing in the face of rejection; it 
gives them assurance of the final victory of the divine goodness and 
prevents them from despairing in the face of defeat. 

But this strength which the prayer of petition gives is always 
ordered to praise (and here we have the second demand made by this 
form of prayer). If the poor call upon God for help, they do so in order 
better to “praise and thank” him. “Turn, O Lord, save my life; de- 
liver me for the sake of thy steadfast love. For in death there is no 
remembrance of thee; in Sheol who can give thee praise?” (Ps 6:4-5; 
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see Ps 30:10; 88:12-13; 115:17; Is 38:18). The ultimate purpose of 
every petition (whether for au individual healing or for the deliver- 
ance of Jerusalem) is to enable the petitioner to fulfill his or her 
vocation, which is to praise and thank. 


10. The Berakah Formula 


Maimonides divides the various formulas of benediction into 
three classes, each with its special structure: benedictions inspired 
by concrete objects (“good things”); benedictions inspired by joy 
springing from observance of the Torah; and benedictions not in- 
spired by any particular occasion and expressing either petition or 
gratitude. 

1) Benedictions inspired by concrete “good things.” These are 
the simplest benedictions. They begin with the formula: “Blessed art 
thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe.” They end with mention 
of the thing or experience that inspired them; for example, in the 
benediction before a meal: “who bringest forth bread out of the 
earth”; or before drinking a cup of wine: “who createst the fruit of 
the vine.” 

2) Benedictions inspired by joy in the Torah. These are the bene- 
dictions recited before carrying out a prescription; they begin with 
some such formula as this: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of 
the universe, who hast hallowed us by thy commandments, and 
commanded us. .. .” The formula goes on then to mention the partic- 
ular prescription, for example, “...to kindle the Sabbath light.” 

3) Benedictions not inspired by any particular occasion and ex- 
pressing either petition or gratitude. These are the most common 
blessings of the liturgy, whether public or private, and differ from the 
foregoing in content and form. In form, they begin and end with the 
same words: “Blessed art thou, O Lord.” Their content consists of 
varied statements located between the opening and ciosg 
benedictions. 

There is one more observation to be made regarding the literary 
formula of the berakah. A benediction usually uses two different 
forms of the verb: one which addresses God directly (“Blessed art 
thou, O Lord”), and one which speaks of him in the third person 
(“who has hallowed us by his commandments”). Why this linguistic 
inconsistency? The rabbis offer a provocative explaņation. The di- 
rectly personal part of the prayer (“Blessed art thou, O Lord”) ex- 
presses the direct and dialogical relationship with God, the con- 
sciousness of his loving, paternal closeness to us. But, no matter how 
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close he is to us, God always remains the Wholly Other and not 
subject to human logic and its requirements. The second, indirectly 
personal part of the prayer (“who has hallowed us”) gives expression 
to this second awareness, which does not deny the first but presup- 
poses and completes it. 

A berakah thus expresses at one and the same time the nearness 
of God and his remoteness from us, his immanence and his transcen- 
dence. The believer confesses that God is at once present and absent: 
present even though absent, absent even though present. A God who 
was only “present” would become an “idol” for human beings; in- 
stead of serving him they would make use of him. A God who was 
only absent would become alien to human beings; instead of calling 
upon him they would ignore him. By confessing him to be simulta- 
neously personal (“thou”) and impersonal (“his”), the berakah maps 
out the space in which human beings discover the Mystery, receive 
it, and adore it. 


ll. THE First STRUCTURAL UNIT: THE SHEMA‘ YISRA’EL 


If the berakah is the soul of Jewish prayer, the shema‘ Yisra’el is 
its first structural unit. I call it a “unit,” because, though made up of 
several parts, it is liturgically a single prayer. I speak of it as “‘struc- 
tural,” because the parts making it up are not simply juxtaposed but 
obey a dynamic thrust toward harmony and coherence. 


|. Composition and Origin 


The shema‘ Yisra’el is composed of three passages from the Bible 
and some benedictions that precede and follow the passages. It is not 
easy to determine how and when the passages were chosen and then 
framed by some prayers of benediction. It is certain, however, that 
the essential components of the unit go back to the pre-Christian 
period and were recited by Jesus himself and the early Church.*? The 
first historical testimony regarding the structure of the composition 
is in the Mishnah: 


The officer said to them [the priests], “Recite ye a Benedic- 
tion!” They recited a Benediction, and recited the Ten Com- 
mandments, the Shema‘ [Deut 6:4-9], and the And it shall 
come to pass if ye hearken [Deut 11:13-21], and the And the 
Lord spoke unto Moses [Num 15:37-41]. They pronounced 
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three Benedictions with the people: “True and sure,” and 
“Abadal” [a benediction thanking the Lord for the worship 
he enables them to offer to him in the temple], and the 
Priestly Blessing, and on the Sabbath they pronounced a 
further Benediction for the outgoing Course of priests.” 


This passage is important because it provides us with a great deal 
of information about the use already made of the shema‘ in the lit- 
urgy of the temple: the reading of the ten commandments, the three 
passages making up the shema‘ itself, the benediction after the 
shema‘ (“True and firm”), and a further benediction before the 
shema‘ (a benediction later identified with the ’ahavah rabbah, 
“With abounding love”). All these components made their way 
over into the synagogue, except for the reading of the ten command- 
ments, which was suppressed after the destruction of the Second 
Temple (70 A.D.) in order to discourage the view of certain heretics 
who thought that the recitation of the ten commandments in syna- 
gogal prayer dispensed them from observance of the other com- 
mandments of the Torah. 

Of all these elements the one most extensively commented onin 
the Mishnah and the Talmud (Ber 13b and Suk 42a) is the first verse 
of the shema‘: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is one” 
(Deut 6:4; Hertz 117). This verse is therefore rightly regarded as the 
most ancient part and the generative nucleus of this first structural 
unit of Jewish prayer. The principal phases in the development of the 
shema‘ may, with a good degree of probability, be reconstructed as 
follows: 

—initially, Deut 6:4 was recited: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our 
God, the Lord is one”; 

—verses 5-9 were then added to v. 4; 

—in the third stage, two other passages of the Bible were added: 
Deut 11:13-21 and Num 15:37-41, as were the two most important 
berakot: ’emet wa-yasiv (“True and firm”) and ’ahavah rabbah 
(“With abounding love”); 

—in the final stage, the other berakot were added. 

The Mishnaic and Talmudic tradition also supplies information 
on the times and manner of recitation of the shema‘. In b. Ber 4b we 
read this saying of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi: “Even if the shema‘ has 
been recited in the synagogue, it is meritorious to recite it again on 
one’s bed.” This testimony shows clearly that the shema‘ was used in 
two settings: in the synagogue and privately. 

Still more explicit practical information is given in the Mishnah 
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(Ber 1), which reports the divergent opinions of the schools of Hillel 
and Shammai on the manner of reciting the prayer: 


The School of Shammai say: In the evening all should re- 
cline when they recite [the Shema‘], but in the morning 
they should stand up, for it is written, And when thou liest 
down and when thou risest up [Deut 6:7]. But the School of 
Hillel say: They may recite it everyone in his own way, for it 
is written: And when thou walkest by the way.t8 Why then is 
it written: And when thou liest down and when thou risest 
up? [It means] the time when men usually lie down and the 
time when men usually rise up. R. Tarfon said: I was once 
on a journey and I reclined to recite [the Shema‘] in accor- 
dance with the words of the School of Shammai, and so put 
myself in jeopardy by reason of robbers. They said to him: 
Thou hadst deserved aught that befell thee in that thou 
didst transgress the words of the School of Hillel (Ber 1, 3; 
Danby 2). 


This text is important especially by reason of its date, which can 
be easily determined. Hillel and Shammai were two great teachers of 
pre-Christian Judaism, who lived during the reign of Herod the Great 
(37-4 B.C.). The former was an intelligent man with a critical mind, 
and favored interpretation and adaptation of the Torah; the latter 
was rigid and intransigent and defended a literal observance. This 
passage of the Mishnah thus supplies historical evidence for dating 
the liturgical use of the shema‘; a century before Christ the duty of 
reciting it morning and evening was already regarded as tra- 
ditional.** 

The dispute between Hillel and Shammai was not whether the 
shema‘ ought to be recited morning and evening (this is taken for 
granted throughout the tractate Berakot, the first chapter of which is 
entitled: “From what time in the evening may the Shema‘ be re- 
cited?’’) but how it ought to be recited. How is Deut 6:7, which is part 
of the shema‘, to be understood when it orders Jews to repeat the 
Lord’s commandments to their children “when thou sittest in thine 
house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest 
down, and when thou risest up”? Contrary to Shammai, Hillel pro- 
posed a flexible reading of the verse, in order to avoid ambiguities 
and untenable situations, such as are exemplified in the parabolic 
and somewhat humorous story of R. Tarfon. But despite the differ- 
ence of interpretation between the two schools, one thing is beyond 
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doubt: that the central nucleus of the shema‘ dates back to long be- 
fore the Christian era and that, day after day, morning and evening, 
Jesus, the Virgin Mary, the apostles, and the first Christian communi- 
ties all nourished their souls on this prayer.” 


2. The Supreme Creed of Judaism 


The first three chapters of Tractate Berakot in both the Mishnah 
and the Talmud discuss the shema‘ Yisra’el at length. Although the 
entire tractate contains only nine chapters, a third of it is devoted to 
problems of the shema‘. To give the reader a more concrete idea of 
what this means, I note that the Babylonian Talmud devotes almost 
200 pages to these three chapters. This interest in the shema‘ shows 
how central the prayer is to Jewish tradition and spirituality. It is, 
in fact, 


the profession of faith that accompanies Jews from their ear- 
liest years to the grave. The shema‘ is with them when they 
are apart or isolated from their brothers and sisters, and 
makes them aware that they are Jews. The shema‘ is the 
foundation of the educational activity of parents toward 
their children, and in every Jewish home it is recited at 
retiring and at rising. The shema‘ is the first principle of 
thought and the guide for the will in family life and commu- 
nity life. The shema‘ was chosen from among the 4875 
verses of the Pentateuch to be the sign by which Israel is to 
be recognized at all times and in every place. It was with the 
shema‘ on their lips that the martyrs went to the stake and 
suffered for Israel and their God.7! 


a) Confession of the Oneness of God l 

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is the only Lord.” These 
words, which are regarded as, without qualification, the most impor- 
tant words in all of Judaism, define the relationship of the Jewish 
people with God, a relationship best expressed in the term berit, 
“covenant.” According to the logic of the covenant, God and human 
beings are not to be identified with the world of nature but transcend 
it and give it its meaning. By defining God as the Word that com- 
mands (see the call of Abraham in Gen 12:1) and the human person 
as obedient response (“Hear, O Israel . . .”: Deut 6:4), Judaism intro- 
duces into the world a revolutionary conception of reality. 

According to this conception, reality is no longer abandoned and 
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subject to inevitable fate, nor is it self-sufficient by reason of its in- 
nate powers; rather it is dynamized by the free, conscious will of God 
who sustains it in benevolent love. In the Bible, unlike cosmobiol- 
ogy,” God is not identified with the world (pantheism) nor does he 
withdraw himself from it (mechanicism), but neither is he its cre- 
ative and directive soul. The world is like a love letter or a gesture 
inspired by love, and. becomes intelligible only to those who grasp 
the intention that brings it into existence, the plan that accounts for 
its being. 

From this view of things flows a command: “Hear, O Israel.” The 
command is so important, and summarizes all the others to such an 
extent, that Israel and, later, Judaism would turn it into its privileged 
act of faith. But what is it that is to be heard? What is the object of this 
radically important “listening”? “The Lord our God is the only 
Lord.” The command (imperative) is followed by a statement (indica- 
tive): God is one (ehad). Along with the word shema‘ (“hear”), ehad 

‘‘one’’) is perhaps the most cherished, venerated, and mystery-filled 
word in Judaism: it watches over the secret of God, his most profound 
and distinctive attribute. For this reason, the manner in which the 
word is to be pronounced is explored in the Talmud, which speaks of 
various ways of prolonging the sound and of the various benefits to 
be derived therefrom: 


Thus was it taught: Symmachus said: “Those who lengthen 
the word “one” (ehad) will have their days and years 
lengthened.” R. Aha, son of Jaaqob, said: “Those who 
lengthen the [final] consonant in ’ehad will have their days 
and years lengthened.” R. Ashi said: “Provided they do not 
fail to pronounce the letter het.”**? Rabbi Jirmejah was 
seated before R. Hijja bar Abba, and the latter saw him no- 
ticeably prolonging the word “one” (ehad). Then he said to 
him: “After you have declared God to be king on high and in 
the depths and in the four corners of the world, the precept 
of intensity no longer applies.’’** 


But what does it mean to confess the “oneness” of God, and why 
is this oneness regarded as so radically important in the biblical and 
Jewish tradition? If we are to grasp the meaning of this “oneness,” we 
must set aside the philosophical approach that is so characteristic of 
the Western mentality, and enter into the biblical outlook, which 
focuses on the experience of salvation. Judaism discovers God to be 
one, not by way of rational argument, but with an immediacy based 
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on personal and communal history. God reveals his oneness first to 
the heart of Israel and only secondly to its understanding, first to its 
existential reality and only secondly to its mental activity. 

It is here, in its real history (in which indeed the exercise of 
reason is an important but not foundational phase of reflection), that 
Judaism discovers God and his oneness. This oneness, moreover, is 
valid not for Judaism alone but for all the peoples of the world. In 
fact, when the rabbinical commentaries explain the words: “The 
Lord our God is the only Lord,” they point out that the text says: 
“The Lord our God is the only Lord,” and not: “Our God, the Lord, is 
the only Lord,” lest other peoples conclude that their God, too, is one 
as the God of Israel is one. By saying: “The Lord .. . is the only Lord,” 
the text shows that he is Lord of all peoples and not merely the Lord 
of Israel.”° 

The assertion of the oneness of God has to do, in Judaism, with 
the realm of meaning. That is: God is the only God, not so much 
because he is the only God that exists (such a statement of the prob- 
lem is alien to the biblical mentality, especially in the Old Testa- 
ment), as because he is the only God who can produce and bestow 
meaning, the only one in whom reality reveals its identity and in 
whom the world is radiant with the beauty of the earthly paradise. 
When pious Jews said, morning and evening, that God is the only 
Lord, they were confessing and confirming that in any and every 
circumstance only adherence to the will (“the loving plan”) of God 
guaranteed their freedom and fulfillment. 

There must be no misunderstanding of this assertion of “single- 
ness.” God is the only Lord, not because he alone is capable of “filling 
the human heart,” as in the Augustinian interpretation (“Our hearts 
are restless until they rest in you”) which has struck deep roots, 
especially in the Catholic world. God created both the fruits of the 
earth and woman (see Gen 1-2) for the joy of his sons: in order to 
satisfy their needs and rejoice their hearts. Consequently, nothing is 
more alien to the biblical and Jewish tradition than to picture God as 
rival or adversary of human beings. No, God is the only Lord in a 
different sense: the only one who guarantees preservation of “the 
tree of life” (see Gen 2:9), the only one in whom the world, if received 
as gift and lived in accordance to the divine intention, becomes a 
house of happiness for brothers and sisters. From this point of view, 
Adam’s sin was not that he rejoiced in things rather than i in God, but 
that he wanted to enjoy against God’s will. 

God remains the only Lord, not for Israel alone but for every 
people and every culture, even one that may be described as “secu- 
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larized” or “profane” or even “atheistic.” It is from him that the 
water of salvation must be drawn, on him that the meaning of life 
must be based. 


b) Acceptance of the “Yoke of the Kingdom of God” 

To proclaim the oneness of God means abandoning oneself to his 
sovereign, providential wiil. This dedication is also expressed in the 
words: “to take on oneself the yoke of the kingdom of heaven (qabba- 
lat malkut ‘ol shamaim).””® The expression sums up in a felicitous 
way all the consequences of the shema‘, which the next verse of the 
prayer states by saying: “And you shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut 
6:5). The expression makes two basic points: that God is “king of the 
universe,” and that his kingship is not exercised automatically but 
only through a deliberate response of human beings. When I speak of 
“kingship” here (or, more accurately, “royal lordship”), I understand 
it as the Bible does: this is not a worldly kingship, which is almost 
always woven of violence and injustice, but a divine kingship, which 
creates and promotes life and freedom. 

Indeed, according to the biblical and Jewish tradition, the su- 
preme signs of divine kingship are the creation of the world and the 
exodus from Egypt. In transforming the world from chaos to kosmos 
(see Gen 1) and leading the Hebrew people from slavery and oppres- 
sion to the freedom of the promised land (see the Book of Exodus), 
God exercises his lordship and manifests his kingship. He reveals the 
‘“power” of love to give and bring into existence, the living energy 
that nourishes and is radiant, the ultimate, hidden purposefulness 
that establishes and sustains reality and removes it from the power of 
evil. Such is the meaning of the following passage of the Talmud, 
which says that the power of the shema‘ can banish Satan’s forces 
from those who recite it: 


R. Jishaq said: “Phantoms depart from those who recite the 
shema‘ on their bed, as has been said: ‘The sons of the lamp 
elevate their flight’ (Job 5:7). Here the word ‘fly’ can only 
refer to the Law, in accordance with what is said: ‘You let 
your gaze fly upon it, and it is no more’ (Prov 23:5). And the 
word ‘lamp’ can refer only to phantoms, in accordance with 
what is said: ‘Wasted by fatigue and devoured by the Jamp 
and geteb meriri, the midday demon’ (Deut 32:24).’””” 


The thesis which the Talmud wants to prove is this: Those who 
recite the shema‘ keep the forces of evil far from them. The thesis is 
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proved from a series of verses that are interpreted according to the 
midrashic method of the rabbis. The first biblical verse chosen is Job 
5:7: “The sons of the lamp elevate their flight.” But how does this 
help understand the thesis that those who recite the shema‘ keep the 
forces of evil far from them? In order to answer, it becomes necessary 
to appeal to two other verses of the Bible: Prov 23:5 and Deut 32:24. In 
the light of these, once they are suitably accommodated to the pur- 
pose, the Talmudic redactor explains Job 5:7: “The sons of the lamp” 
are phantoms, that is, the forces of evil, while “elevate their flight” 
signifies that they flee because of the ‘‘flight,”’ that is, the “winged 
word” of the Torah, of which the shema‘ is the key part. Thus the 
thesis advanced is proved: Those who recite the shema‘ overcome 
the forces of evil. 

This kind of exegesis may make us smile; the important thing, 
however, is not the method but the result, and the result is that the 
praying of the shema‘ represented, and still represents, for Judaism 
an authentic experience of victory over the powers of evil, to which 
it has always refused to submit. This is also the meaning of another 
Talmudic passage that is not unlike the first: “R. Jishag said: ‘Those 
who recite the shema‘ on their beds are like men with two-edged 
swords in their hands, as has been said: “They glorify God with their 
mouths, and a two-edged sword is in their hands” (Ps 119:6).’ ’’”8 


c) The Jewish People, Witness to God 

The Jewish people know that there is but one God, not only for 
them but for the entire race. As a result, they have an important role: 
the role of privileged witness. The word for “witness” in Hebrew is 
‘ed; it is one of the three key words in the confession of faith in the 
Jewish tradition (the other two are shema‘ and ’ehad). Not without 
point do the rabbinical commentaries observe that the word 
‘ed combines the last letter of shema‘ (‘ayin) and the last letter of 
‘ehad (dalet). 

For the same reason the two letters ‘ayin and dalet are written 
larger than the others in the unvocalized text of the Torah. This is an 
eloquent way of showing the universal value of the shema‘, namely, 
that God is the only guarantor of life’s meaning, even when ex- 
tremely tragic situations seem to deny that it has any meaning at all. 

For this reason the shema‘ is also recited in moments of defeat 
and of death. It bears witness that even in such moments (and, in- 
deed, in such moments above all) God remains the only Lord who 
has power to ensure life’s meaning by turning defeat into victory, the 
negative into the positive. 
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Among the countless Jews who in every century have faced 
death and execution while singing the shema‘, the case of Rabbi 
Aqiba remains the most famous and eloquent. He was condemned to 
death in 135 A.D., due to the failure of the revolt of Simon bar Koziba, 
known as bar Kochba, “Son of the Star” (in virtue of a messianic 
interpretation of Num 24:17), but his martyrdom was, in a true and 
full sense, a celebration of the shema‘. 


The rising sun flooded the earth with its sweet rays, and the 
East was growing scarlet. Then Rabbi Aqiba placed his 
hands over his eyes and in a strong voice said: “Hear, O 
Israel: The Eternal, our God, the Eternal is one. You shall 
love the Eternal, your God, with all your heart, with all your 
soul, and with all your might.” 

“This man is a sorcerer,” shouted Tinius Rufus. “He 
has a talisman that makes him insensitive to pain.” 

The disciples of Rabbi Aqiba then approached the place 
of torment, and Rabbi Meir addressed the martyr in these 
words: “Rabbi, Rabbi, our hearts bleed to see you suffering 
so atrociously.” “My dear sons,” Aqiba replied, ‘‘do not be 
afflicted on my account! I have at last reached the fulfill- 
ment of my greatest desire. For twenty-four years I have 
been consumed by the wish to give my life for the sanctifi- 
cation of the Name, as it is said: ‘You shall love the Eternal, 
your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with 
all your might.’ Now that moment has come. God be 
praised!” 

Then he murmured again: “Hear, O Israel: The Eternal, 
our God, the Eternal is one.” And as he pronounced the 
word “one” (ehad), he shuddered in the grip of death and, 
in a final burst, his soul flew to the heavenly places.” 


This description of a martyr’s death remains one of the most 
beautiful expressions of the Jewish religious soul, bearing witness as 
it does to the power of the shema‘ and to the optimism and hope that 
fill it. 


3. The Three Passages from the Bible 


The shema‘ is made up of three biblical passages from the Penta- 
teuch and some berakot preceding and following them. Of the three 
passages (Deut 6:4-9; Deut 11:13-21; Num 15:37-41) the first is the 
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most important, whereas the second and third may be omitted or 
shortened. 


a) Obedience and Freedom 
The first passage contains a series of commands which God ad- 
dresses to his people, thus binding them to his will: 


Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might. And these words which | 
command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you 
shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk 
of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by 
the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. And 
you shall bind them as a sign upon your hand, and they 
shall be as frontlets between your eyes. And you shall write 
them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates 
(Deut 6:4-9). 


This passage states: 

—the obligation of listening to the truth of the Lord’s oneness 
(v. 4); 

—the duty of loving the Lord without reservation and in one’s 
very depths: “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your might” (v. 5); 

—the obligation of having these commands impressed on one’s 
heart (they are to “be upon your heart”), that is, not only to observe 
outwardly what they say but also to interiorize them (v. 6). Obser- 
vance of the Torah is not to be merely external and mechanical but 
must coincide with a spiritual and as it were connatural need. The 
verse contains in a nutshell the entire prophetic message against the 
various kinds of formalism and an explicit answer to thosé who 
would claim that Judaism is a religion of fear and focused on 
externals; 

—the obligation of passing this spiritual heritage on to their chil- 
dren and their children’s children (v. 7), and doing so faithfully and 
continually (whether sitting or walking, whether lying down or ris- 
ing). This obligation gives tradition its value and turns every father 
into a teacher and every family into a school: 

—the obligation of continually studying the preceding divine 
precepts and adapting them to ever new circumstances (vv. 8-9). The 
duty of “binding them as a sign upon your hand” and having them 
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“as frontlets between your eyes” (v. 8) and of “writing them on your 
doorposts and on your gates” (v. 9) is understood as primarily meta- 
phorical, although the practice has become established in the Jewish 
tradition of fulfilling the duty in a concrete way by means of particu- 
lar objects: the tefillin, two capsules which contain four passages of 
the Torah (Exod 13:1-10; Exod 13:11-16; Deut 6:4-9; Deut 11:13-21) 
and are tied to the left arm and around the forehead during morning 
prayer; and the mezuzah, a box containing Deut 6:4-9 and 11:13-20 
and attached to the doorposts on the right of the person entering. 

Since the shema‘ contains a series of commands, the character of 
these calls for remark. The commands are understood not as 
prohibitive or restrictive but as positive and revelatory. There are in 
fact two kinds of imperatives or commands: one is authoritarian (the 
commands of a master): it deprives others of their autonomy and 
subjects them to the master’s power; the other is creative: it brings 
into play the interior dynamisms of the recipient of the command, 
thus promoting the latter’s fulfillment and growth. An engineer who 
says: “You have to build the bridge thus and so,” or a physician who 
says: “If you want to get well, you must do such and such,” is not 
aiming to impose or repress but to serve and liberate. The divine 
commandments (not only the ten commandments but the entire 
Torah) are understood as being of the second kind: precepts for life 
and freedom, precepts outside of which meaninglessness and death 
flourish. 


b) Abundance and Fruitfulness 

The second biblical passage in the shema‘ is Deut 11:13-21, 
which lists the positive consequences of fidelity to the divine com- 
mands and the negative consequences of non-fulfillment: 


And if you will obey my commandments which I command 
you this day, to love the Lord your God, and to serve him 
with all your heart and with all your soul, he will give the 
rain for your land in its season, the early rain and the later 
rain, that you may gather in your grain and your wine and 
your oil. And he will give grass in your fields for your cattle, 
and you shall eat and be full. 

Take heed lest your heart be deceived, and you turn 
aside and serve other gods and worship them, and the anger 
of the Lord be kindled against you, and he shut up the 
heavens, so that there be no rain, and the land yield no fruit, 
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and you perish quickly off the good land which the Lord 
gives you. 

You shall therefore lay up these words of mine in your 
heart and in your soul; and you shall bind them as a sign 
upon your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your 
eyes. And you shall teach them to your children, talking of 
them when you are sitting in your house, and when you are 
walking by the way, and when you lie down, and when you 
rise. And you shall write them upon the doorposts of your 
house and upon your gates, that your days and the days of 
your children may be multiplied in the land which the Lord 
swore to your fathers to give them, as long as the heavens 
are above the earth (Deut 11:13-21). 


This passage is built around three main propositions: 

—the first proposition makes a conditional statement about the 
real world: “if you will obey .. . he will give” (vv. 13-15). The condi- 
tion is obedience and love of the Lord (v. 13); the guaranteed result of 
this obedience and love is fruitfulness (v. 14) and an abundant har- 
vest (v. 15). These verses are perhaps among the most profound and 
original of the Torah: first, because they promise a future of riches 
and repletion; second, because they lay down the conditions for ful- 
fillment of the promise. The abundance of “grain, wine, and oil” (see 
v. 14) depends not on the “seasons” (to be propitiated in idolatrous 
cults) nor on the labor of human beings (to be augmented through 
greater diligence or an increase in the labor force) but on love of the 
Lord and obedience to his commandments. 

Here again we must avoid a misunderstanding of this relation- 
ship, which is not extrinsic (of the kind: “if you are good, I will 
reward you”) but intrinsic (of the kind: “if you water the plant, it will 
blossom’’). Those who obey the Lord’s commandments and love him 
are those who have the relationship to the earth and their fellow 
human beings according to his living will. When this happens, that 
is, when the “land” is accepted as God’s gift and human beings as 
one’s brothers and sisters, one experiences the joy of fruition (“you 
shall eat”: v. 15) and well-being (“‘you shall... be full”: v. 15). God 
conceived of the human race as a “paradise,” an “eden” (see Gen 2), 
but the happiness and harmony which it is given human beings to 
have here come to maturity only in the soil of responsibility and 
obedience to the divine will. Where this docility is lacking, the “tree 
of life” (Gen 1:9) turns into “thorns and thistles” (Gen 3:18); 

—the second proposition consists of a lengthy command/exhor- 
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tation (vv. 16-17) which puts negatively the ideas which the preced- 
ing proposition expressed in positive terms. V. 16 in fact makes ex- 
plicit the content of v. 13: we see that “obeying my commandments” 
and “loving/serving the Lord”? mean “not to let your heart be de- 
ceived,” “not to turn aside,” “not to serve other gods and worship 
them.” V. 17, for its part, further explains the content of vv. 14-15: 
unless you obey the Lord and love him “with all your heart and with 
all your soul” (v. 13), “the anger of the Lord [will] be kindled against 
you,” “so that there be no rain, and the land yield no fruit” (v. 17); 

—the third proposition consists of a series of commands (vv. 
18-21) which in substance repeat Deut 6:6-9: the duty of having the 
divine commandments always in mind (v. 18), even in a corporeal 
way by means of the tefillin; the duty of teaching and transmitting 
them day after day to one’s children (v. 19); the duty of observing 
them in one’s home (vv. 20-21), using the mezuzah as an aid. 


c) The “Signature” of God 

The third biblical passage in the shema‘ is Num 15:37-41, which 
speaks of the obligation to “‘make tassels” in order to be more readily 
mindful of the Lord’s commandments and of God’s description of 
himself as God of the exodus: 


The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the people of Israel, and 
bid them to make tassels on the corners of their garments, 
throughout their generations, and to put upon the tassel of 
each corner a cord of blue; and it shall be to you a tassel to 
look upon and remember all the commandments of the 
Lord, to do them, not to follow after your own heart and 
your own eyes, which you are inclined to go after wantonly. 
So you shall remember and do all my commandments, and 
be holy to your God. I am the Lord your God, who brought 
you out of the land of Egypt, to be your God: I am the Lord 
your God” (Num 15:37-41). 


Three main statements are made in this passage which is the last 
of the readings making up the shema‘: 

— first and foremost, there is the order to wear the tallit, a cape 
in the form of a scapular that is more or less wide depending on local 
traditions and rites. V. 38 describes the characteristics of this gar- 
ment (which was originally the ordinary garment of a Jew) and 
its liturgical adaptation: the tassels or fringes with their cord of 
blue (sisit); 
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—vv. 39-40 explain the meaning of the tallit, which is not a 
magical amulet but a reminder: “to look upon and remember all the 
commandments of the Lord” (v. 39). The reminder is threefold: to 
“do all the commandments” (vv. 39-40); ‘‘not to follow after your 
own heart and your own eyes, which you are inclined to go after 
wantonly” (v. 39); and to be “holy to your God” (v. 40). I said the 
reminder is threefold, but in reality it is single. The tallit recalls and 
proclaims: “You shall . . . be holy to your God” (v. 40). Those who are 
“holy” do not “follow after your own heart... wantonly” (v. 39); 
those who are not wanton “do all my commandments” (v. 39); and 
those who “do all my commandments” are the ones who “re- 
member.” Evidently, the tallit (like the tefillin—tassels or fringes— 
of the preceding passage) obeys a theologico-pedagogical logic, being 
a sign and instrument of holiness. It is not simply an aid to remem- 
brance of what the Lord wills, but makes the wearer live in the 
holiness to which the Lord calls; 

—v. 41 may be regarded as God’s self-description that concludes 
not only the passage from Numbers but all three passages making up 
the shema‘: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, to be your God: I am the Lord your God” (v. 41). This 
divine self-description has three principal elements. First and fore- 
most, God presents himself to Israel as its God: “I am the Lord your 
God” (said twice, at the beginning and the end of the verse, thus 
forming an inclusion). God here asserts his lordship over Israel 
which thus becomes his “possession” (Exod 19:5, segullah), his “‘in- 
heritance” (Exod 34:9; 1 Sam 10:1; 26:19), his “people” (Is 1:3), his 
“servant” (Is 44:21), his “chosen” (Is 45:4), his “first-born” (Exod 
4:22; Hos 11:1), his “sheep” (Ps 95:7), his “vine” (Is 5:7), his ““domin- 
ion” (Ps 114:2), his “bride” (see Hos 2:4), and so on. 

Second, God explains the nature of his lordship: he is Lord of 
Israel in the sense of being not a master but a deliverer: “who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt.” He exercises his sovereignty 
not by repressing but by setting free, not by taking freedom away but 
by giving it, not by killing it but by awakening it to new life. 

Third, God explains the purpose of this freedom: he delivers 
Israel from Egypt not in order to leave it to its own autonomy but in 
order “to be your God.” He sets Israel free in order to replace Egypt’s 
dominion over it with his own, to replace Pharaoh’s power with the 
power of his love. This means that the Lord not only liberates Israel 
but is also the sole source and guarantor of its freedom. Without God, 
Israel is not only incapable of freeing itself from oppression (of which 
enslavement in Egypt was the painful paradigm and metaphor) but is 
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also, and above all, incapable of preserving and nourishing the free- 
dom obtained, since it is continually in danger of prostituting itself to 
new idols and new masters. God sets Israel free so that it may “belong 
to” him; but the belonging here means being nourished by him, not 
being subjected to a usurper. As the root belongs to the soil because 
the soil makes its trunk and branches fruitful, so Israel belongs to 
God because he is the foundation of its dignity and its life. 

All this explains why, morning and evening, whether in the 
house or on the way, when it lies down and when it rises, Israel uses 
the shema‘ to proclaim its obedience and attachment to the God of 
the exodus, the God who sets it free. For it has discovered (and the 
discovery is valid not for Israel alone but for all peoples) that the tree 
of freedom and peace grows only in the soil of fidelity to God, that the 
messianic dream can become a reality only within the logic of the 
covenant. 


4. The Morning Benedictions 


In the morning service the recitation of the shema‘ is preceded 
by two berakot and followed by one, while in the evening service it is 
preceded by two and followed by two. In all, then, there are seven 
berakot which the rabbis love to connect with Ps 119:164: “Seven 
times a day I praise thee.” 

The two morning benedictions before the shema‘ are called, 
after their opening words, the yoser ’or (“Who formest light”) and 
‘ahavah rabbah (“With abounding love”), while the one that con- 
cludes the shema‘ is known as ‘emet we-yasiv (“True and firm”). The 
Mishnah speaks explicitly of these benedictions (Ber 1, 4), as does the 
Talmud, which comments on them at length (b. Ber 11b). Although 
the texts have received additions and amplifications in the course of 
the centuries, the original nucleus certainly goes back to the first 
century of the Christian era. 


a) The Miracle of Creation 

In the first blessing God is praised for the light, which symbol- 
izes the multicolored riches of creation. Seeing the light, which daily 
reappears thanks to the divine benevolence, Israel blesses and glori- 
fies the Eternal One, joining its voice to that of the heavenly angels 
and the entire universe: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
formest light and createst darkness, who makest peace and 
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createst all things: 

Who in mercy givest light to the earth and them that 
dwell thereon, and in thy goodness renewest the creation 
every day continually. How manifold are thy works, O Lord! 
In wisdom thou hast made them all: the earth is full of thy 
creatures, O King, who alone wast exalted from aforetime, 
praised, glorified and extolled from days of old; O everlast- 
ing God, in thine abundant mercies, have mercy upon us, 
Lord of our strength, Rock of our stronghold, Shield of our 
salvation, thou Stronghold of ours! 

The blessed God, great in knowledge, designed and 
formed the rays of the sun: it was a boon he produced as a 
glory to his Name: he set the luminaries around his 
strength. The chiefs of his hosts are holy beings that exalt 
the Almighty, and continually declare the glory of God and 
his holiness. Be thou blessed, O Lord our God, for the excel- 
lency of thy handiwork, and for the bright luminaries 
which thou hast made: they shall glorify thee for ever. 

Be thou blessed, O our Rock, our King and Redeemer, 
Creator of holy beings, praised be thy Name for ever, O our 
King; Creator of ministering spirits, all of whom stand in the 
heights of the universe, and with awe proclaim in unison 
aloud the words of the living God and everlasting King. All 
of them are beloved, pure and mighty; and all of them in 
dread and awe do the will of their Master; and all of them 
open their mouths in holiness and purity, with song and 
psalm, while they bless and praise, glorify and reverence, 
sanctify and ascribe sovereignty to— 

The Name of the Divine King, the great, mighty and 
dreaded One, holy is he; and they all take upon themselves 
the yoke of the kingdom of heaven one from the other, and 
give leave one unto the other to declare the holiness of their 
Creator: in tranquil joy of spirit, with pure speech and holy 
melody they all respond in unison, and exclaim with awe: 

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is 
full of his glory.... 

He alone worketh mighty deeds, and maketh new 
things; he is the Lord over struggle, sowing righteousness, 
and reaping victory. He createth healing, and is revered in 
praises. He is the Lord of wonders, who in his goodness re- 
neweth the creation every day continually; as it is said: (O 
give thanks) to him that maketh great lights, for his loving- 
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kindness endureth for ever. . . . Blessed art thou, O Lord, Cre- 
ator of the luminaries (109-15). 


The following observations will help to a better understanding 
of this text: 

—To begin with, the beginning and the end (the words in italics) 
echo each other and reveal the meaning and riches of the prayer. 
The prayer is a solemn praise of God who is proclaimed as the one 
“who formest light and createst darkness” and is “Creator of the 
luminaries.” In these sentences, then, we have the central theme of 
the benediction: it blesses Ged for the gift of light. The opening sen- 
tence is taken, in part, from Is 45:7: “I form light and create darkness, 
I make weal and create woe,” with ‘‘createst all things” being substi- 
tuted for “create woe,” which was open to harmful interpretations. 
According to some commentators, the intention of the Jews in this 
confession of God was to oppose the Persian dualistic belief in two 
divinities: one of light and goodness, the other of darkness and 
iniquity; 

—light, for which God is being praised in this hymn, is a symbol 
of creation as a whole: not only the earth and the human beings who 
dwell on it but also the heavens and the angelic hosts who serve God. 
Light is the symbol /reality of the entire universe: earthly and heav- 
enly, material and spiritual, human and angelic. The words used to 
express the make-up of creation are varied: earth, world, works, 
riches, luminaries, hosts, angels, and so on. All of these together, 
symbolized by the light, constitute creation; 

—creation is defined as the “work” and “riches” of God. Thanks 
to this view of it, Judaism neither identifies “things” with God (as in 
pantheism) nor opposes them to him (asin dualism) but distinguishes 
them from him and relates them to him. Relation and distinction are 
in fact the two key terms presupposed by the idea of creation. Like 
the work ofan artist, the world is the expression of its author’s inten- 
tions: of his mercy and goodness: “who in mercy (berahamim)... 
and in thy goodness (betuvo) renewest the creation.” By means of the 
two italicized words, much used in rabbinical literature, the Jewish 
tradition established the true character of creation and expressed its 
true value and meaning: creation is a sign of divine love and a gift to 
human beings; 

—this berakah speaks, moreover, not only of creation but even 
more of a re-creation: “in thy goodness renewest the creation every 
day continually.” The miracle of the first creation, or the bereshit 
(“beginning”) of the origins, is repeated daily. This is not verbal tri- 
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fling. To believing Jews the world is not part of “what has to be,” of 
the “necessary.” Rather it is a “testimonial” of love which God offers 
them daily. Thanks to it, “man can find the courage to begin life 
anew each day, freed of the barnacles of yesterday’s errors, burdens, 
and sins, since he faces each morning a fresh new world that God has 
just created!’’*° 

—the surprise and joy felt at the re-creation of the world by 
divine love are so great that only an exclamatory cry can express 
them: “How manifold are thy works, O Lord! In wisdom hast thou 
made them all.” In addition to this exclamation, taken from Ps 
104:24, the text also uses a series of laudatory terms, many of which 
are repeated several times: ‘‘Blessed art thou. ... O King, who alone 
wast exalted from aforetime, praised, glorified and extolled.” 

—but human words seem insufficient for expressing the praise 
and joy evoked by the re-created world. Believing Jews therefore feel 
the need of turning to the angelic courts and joining them as, day and 
night, “they... take upon themselves the yoke of the kingdom of 
heaven” and sing: “Holy, holy, holy...” (Is 6:3). This passage about 
the angels, which is especially beautiful both poetically and theologi- 
cally, is not to be interpreted in a literal way. In the Jewish tradition 
the angels have no autonomous and superhuman existence. They 
are therefore usually thought of as inferior to human beings, and 
they are not free. Their function (as indicated by their very name 
“angels,” which means ‘“‘messengers’’) is to concretize in a dramatic 
way certain important aspects of Jewish religious experience: for 
example, God’s love or his justice, Israel, the Torah, and so on. In this 
benediction the role of the angels is to express the central and radical 
place of the praise of God which Jews are called upon to offer each 
day, every time the light of dawn reappears. Like the angels, Jews 
have the duty of “taking upon themselves the yoke of the kingdom of 
heaven” and glorifying, with one voice, the thrice holy God. 


b) The Gift of the Torah 

In the second benediction, which is known as the birkat ha- 
Torah or, from its opening Hebrew words, as ’ahavah rabbah, God is 
praised for the gift of the Torah. This is a greater gift even than 
creation, and a concrete expression of his love for Israel and the 
entire human race. 


With abounding love hast thou loved us, O Lord our God, 
and great and overflowing tenderness hast thou shown us. 
O our Father, our King, for our fathers’ sake, who trusted in 
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thee, and whom thou didst teach the statutes of life, be also 
gracious unto us and teach us. O our Father, merciful Fa- 
ther, ever compassionate, have mercy upon us; O put it into 
our hearts to understand and to discern, to mark, learn, and 
teach, to heed, to do and to fulfill in love all the words of 
instruction in thy Torah. Enlighten our eyes in thy Torah, 
and let our hearts cleave to thy commandments, and unify 
our hearts to love and reverence thy Name, so that we be 
never put to shame. Because we have trusted in thy holy, 
great and revered Name, we shall rejoice and be glad in thy 
saving power. O bring us in peace from the four corners of 
the earth, and make us go upright to our land, for thou art a 
God who worketh salvation. Thou hast chosen us from all 
peoples and tongues, and hast brought us near unto thy 
great Name for ever in faithfulness, that we might in love 
give thanks to thee, O Lord, who hast chosen thy people 
Israel in love (115-17). 


Here are some important points to be noted about this second of 
the berakot that precede and prepare for the shema‘: 

—the meaning of the prayer as a whole is given in the formula 
that ends it: “who hast chosen thy people Israel in love.” The prayer 
is an act of solemn praise of God for having loved and chosen Israel as 
recipient of the gift of the Torah. It also contains a rich “theology of 
the word” or “of revelation,” that complements and completes the 
preceding prayer with its “theology of creation.” Creation and revela- 
tion are the two pillars of Judaism; like nature and the Law in Psalm 
19, the world and the divine word are not opposed but call for and 
require each other. Sinai (revelation) is not simply juxtaposed with 
Genesis (creation) but interprets and includes it. The relation be- 
tween the two is therefore hermeneutical: thanks to revelation (the 
Torah) the world created by God reveals a meaning that calls for 
hearing and acceptance. Thus the Torah has two dimensions: on the 
one hand, it is revelatory (it tells us what creation is and what inten- 
tion lies behind it), and, on the other, it is normative (it tells how we 
are to live as creatures and how we are to make creation bear fruit); 

—contrary to a deeply rooted stereotype, the Torah (usually, 
though ambiguously, translated as “Law’’) is looked upon by Judaism 
as an expression of God’s love. “With abounding love hast thou loved 
us, O Lord our God.” The Torah is the concrete, effective sign of this 
‘abounding love” that has accompanied the Israelite people from the 
beginning. The Torah is at the service of life (hayim) and reveals the 
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love of God, who is here repeatedly invoked as “our Father,” ‘‘merci- 
ful Father, ever compassionate,” full of “great and overflowing 
tenderness.” 

This emphasis on God’s love calls attention to another aspect of 
his action: its gratuitousness, expressed in Deut 7:7-8: “It was not 
because you were more in number than any other people that the 
Lord set his love upon you and chose you, for you were the fewest of 
all peoples; but it is because the Lord loves you, and is keeping the 
oath which he swore to your fathers, that the Lord has brought you 
out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the hand of Pha- 
raoh king of Egypt”; 

—Awareness of the Torah as source of life gives rise to the insis- 
tent plea that God would add to his gift the further and most impor- 
tant gift of understanding and plumbing the depths of the Torah: “O 
put it into our hearts to understand and to discern, to mark, learn and 
teach, to heed, to do and to fulfill in love all the words of instruction 
in thy Torah.” This petition, which with its eight explanatory verbs 
describes an endless voyage, as it were, into the world of the Torah, is 
repeated and newly explained in other petitions: “enlighten our 
eyes,” “let our hearts cleave,” “make us go upright,” “bring us 
in peace”; 

—this berakah brings us to the threshold of the shema‘, having 
prepared us to recite it. Because God “has loved Israel with abound- 
ing love,” Jews in turn are exhorted, in the shema‘, to “love the Lord 
thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 
might” (Deut 6:5). It is in this climate of covenant that the shema‘ is 
recited. The shema‘ presupposes and expresses, accepts and fulfills 
the covenant. 


c) The Yes of Obedience and Fidelity 
In the third benediction, which follows upon the shema‘ and is 
known from its opening words as ’emet we-yasiv (“true and firm’), 


Judaism professes its docility to God and its “submission” to the 
Torah: 


True and firm, established and enduring, right and faithful, 
beloved and precious, desirable and pleasant, revered and 
mighty, well-ordered and acceptable, good and beautiful is 
this thy word unto us for ever and ever. It is true, the God of 
the universe is our King, the Rock of Jacob, the Shield of our 
salvation: throughout all generations he endureth and His 
Name endureth; his throne is established, and his kingdom 
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and his faithfulness endure for ever. His words also live and 
endure; they are faithful and desirable for ever and to all 
eternity, as for our fathers so also for us; our children, our 
generations, and for the generations of the seed of Israel his 
servants. 

Alike for former and later ages thy word is good and 
endureth for ever and ever; it is true and trustworthy, a 
statute which shall not pass away. True it is that thou art 
indeed the Lord our God, and the God of our fathers, our 
King, our fathers’ King, our Redeemer, the Redeemer of our 
fathers, our Maker, the Rock of our salvation; our Deliverer 
and Rescuer from everlasting, such is thy Name; there is no 
God beside thee. 

Thou hast been the help of our fathers from of old, a 
Shield and Saviour to their children after them in every 
generation: in the heights of the universe is thy habitation, 
and thy judgments and thy righteousness reach to the fur- 
thest ends of the earth. Happy is the man who hearkeneth 
unto thy commandments, and layeth up thy Torah and thy 
word in his heart. True it is that thou art indeed the Lord of 
thy people, and a mighty King to plead their cause. True it is 
that thou art indeed the first and thou art the last, and be- 
side thee we have no King, Redeemer and Saviour. 

From Egypt thou didst redeem us, O Lord our God, and 
from the house of bondsmen thou didst deliver us; all their 
first-born thou didst slay, but thy first-born thou didst re- 
deem; thou didst divide the Red Sea, and drown the proud; 
but thou madest the beloved to pass through, while the 
waters covered their adversaries, not one of whom was left. 
Wherefore the beloved praised and extolled God, and of- 
fered hymns, songs, praises, blessings and thanksgivings to 
the King, the living and everenduring God; who is high and 
exalted, great and revered; who bringeth low the haughty 
and raiseth up the lowly, freeth the prisoners, delivereth 
the meek, helpeth the poor, and answereth his people when 
they cry unto him; even praises to the Most High God, 
blessed is he, and ever to be blessed. Moses and the children 
of Israel sang a song unto thee with great joy, saying, all 
of them, 

Who is like unto thee, O Lord, among the mighty? Who 
is like unto thee, glorious in holiness, revered in praises, 
doing marvels? 
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With a new song the redeemed people offered praise 
unto thy Name at the sea shore: they all gave thanks in 
unison, and proclaimed thy sovereignty, and said: 

The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. 

O Rock of Israel, arise to the help of Israel, and deliver, 
according to thy promise, Judah and Israel. Our Redeemer, 
the Lord of hosts is his Name, the Holy One of Israel. Blessed 
art thou, O Lord, who hast redeemed Israel (127-29). 


This benediction, which is also known as birkat ge’ulah (re- 
demption/liberation) and is already attested in the Talmud,” is un- 
doubtedly one of the most beautiful prayers in the religious and 
liturgical literature of the world. It is a solemn profession of faith in 
the abiding validity of the word of God that is proclaimed in the 
shema‘, the word that, today as in the past, continues to save Israel as 
it saved it long ago from Egypt. The prayer therefore has two parts: 
the first focuses on the word of God (the shema‘, which was recited 
before this benediction), the radiant beauty and sure effectiveness of 
which it sings; the second centers on Israel’s remembrance and expe- 
rience of Egypt and brings to mind once again the power God exerted 
on that occasion and the joyous liberation he effected. 

Some points for a better understanding of the text: 

—in this benediction the praying community gives its full assent 
to the divine word in the shema‘, the word whose inexhaustible 
riches and fruitfulness are suggested with the help of sixteen adjec- 
tives: true, firm, established, enduring, right, faithful, beloved, 
precious, desirable, pleasant, revered, mighty, well-ordered, accept- 
able, good, and beautiful. The most important of these adjectives is 
the first (“true”; in Hebrew, ’emet), which the tradition requires to 
be recited without any pause immediately after the final two He- 
brew words (four in English) of the shema‘: Adonai ’Elohekem, “The 
Lord your God.” 

In the Jewish tradition, “truth” is less a predicate of the mind’s 
activity than it is a dimension of existence. An existence or life is 
“true” that, “like a tree planted by streams of water” (Ps 1:3), pro- 
duces fruits of meaning; a life is “false” that, though rich in ideas and 
even though “proving itself truthful” at the logical and rational level, 
is incapable of love and peace. 

The purpose of connecting the word ’emet with the final words 
of the shema‘ is to emphasize the point that God alone makes human 
existence “true”; only in him do human beings discover and bring to 
fulfillment the meaning of their lives. According to another tradi- 
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tion, if the 245 words of the shema‘ are added to the three just men- 
tioned (the last two of the shema‘ and the first of the ensuing bene- 
diction), the total is 248, which is the same as the number of the parts 
of the human body.” The midrash regards this analogy as deeply 
meaningful: if human beings are faithful to the shema‘, which is as it 
were the body of God, God will be faithful to the human body.*? Note 
well: to the “body” of the human person, and not just to the soul. 
Truth, in the Bible, has to do with this “body,” that is, the totality of 
the human person and of history: spirit and matter, logos (thought) 
and sarx (flesh); 

—God is the foundation and guarantor of this “truth.” The 
words of the shema‘ are “true” because they were pronounced by the 
God who is “our king,” “the Rock of Jacob,” “the Shield of our salva- 
tion”; the God whose “kingdom” and “faithfulness” endure for ever; 

—thanks to this God, the Torah (of which the shema‘ is the heart 
and summary) is “true” for ever, “throughout all generations”: “as 
for our fathers so also for us, our children, our generations, and for all 
the generations of the seed of Israel his servants... our fathers of 
old... their children after them in every generation.” 

—this statement of the abiding vitality and validity of the Torah 
is based not on rational argument but on a particular historical expe- 
rience: “From Egypt thou didst redeem us...and from the house of 
bondsmen thou didst deliver us; all their first-born thou didst slay, 
but thy first-born thou didst redeem; thou didst divide the Red Sea, 
and drown the proud; but thou madest the beloved to pass 
through. ... Moses and the children of Israel sang a song unto thee 
with great joy.” The foundational event of Israel’s religious experi- 
ence is the exodus, the principal stages of which are remembered in 
this benediction: the going out, the deliverance, the death of the 
Egyptians, the Passover, the crossing of the Red Sea, the song of 
triumph and joy after the Red Sea had been crossed, and so on; 

—this foundational event created an awareness of God as one 
who is “near” (see “Thou hast been the help of our fathers,” with 
which the second part of the benediction begins) and watches over 
human history not from without but from within, as a loving partici- 
pant. This explains the numerous and varied titles by which God is 
from time to time described and defined: “our Redeemer,” “Re- 
deemer of our fathers,” “our Rock,” “the Rock of our salvation,” 
“our Deliverer and Rescuer,” “the first . . . and the last,” “the Shield 
of our salvation”; 

—the memory of the exodus as foundational event not only 
makes possible a present time of trust and joy (“Happy is the man 
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who hears your precepts and places your law and your word in his 
heart”), but also opens the heart to the certainty of messianic re- 
demption: “O Rock of Israel, arise to the help of Israel, and de- 
liver....’ Past deliverance becomes the guarantee and assurance of 
future reer as God freed us from oppression in Egypt, so he will 
free us (and all peoples) from new oppressions. Between past and 
future deliverances comes the invocation (“O Rock of Israel, arise to 
the help...”) that concludes the shema‘ and prepares the way for 
the tefillah. 


5. The Evening Benedictions 


According to Deut 6:7, praying Jews are obliged to recite the 
shema‘ twice daily: “When thou liest down, and when thou risest 
up.” In the evening recitation, as in the morning, the shema‘ proper is 
preceded and followed by benedictions. There are two that precede, 
as in the morning: the first (ma‘ariv ‘aravim, “thou who... bringest 
on the evening twilight”) thanks God for the regular alternation of 
day and night; the second (‘ahavat ‘olam, “with everlasting love’) 
praises God for the same reasons as in the morning, but in a shorter 
and more concentrated form. 

After the shema‘ there are two benedictions in the evening, 
whereas in the morning there is only one: the first of them (emet 
we-’ emunah, “true and trustworthy”) confesses God as deliverer and 
redeemer; the second (hashkivenu, “cause us... to lie down”) asks 
God for a good night and for the removal of every danger. The struc- 
ture, meaning, and content of these four benedictions are basically 
the same as in those of the morning. The differences (mostly 
nuances) are of two kinds: the texts are shorter, and there are more 
references to the evening hour at which they are recited. I shall give 
the text of each benediction and point out its main characteristics. 


a) The Gates of Dawn and Dusk 

In the first benediction God is praised for the night that has now 
come. Like the light of dawn, night is a “creature” of God who mani- 
fests and realizes his will by means of it. 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe who 
at thy word bringest on the evening twilight, with wisdom 
openest the gates of the heavens [or: of dawn and dusk], and 
with understanding changest times and variest the seasons, 
and arrangest the stars in their watches in the sky, accord- 
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ing to thy will. Thou createst day and night; thou rollest 
away the light from before the darkness, and the darkness 
from before the light; thou makest the.day to pass and the 
night to approach, and dividest the day from the night, the 
Lord of hosts is thy name; a God living and enduring contin- 
ually, mayest thou reign over us for ever and ever. Blessed 
art thou, O Lord, who bringest on the evening twilight (305). 


Three aspects of this prayer are especially important: 

—the central theme is “night” (lailab), symbol of non-light and 
anti-creation. For this reason it is the place for the wild beasts (Ps 
104:20), the pestilence that stalks in darkness (Ps 91:6), and thieves 
and murderers (Job 24:13-17). Even if the symbolism of the night is 
ambivalent (in fact it also can mean something good: rest and cessa- 
tion of toil), nevertheless in the ordinary experience it is its deep and 
terrifying darkness which predominates. 

—God is proclaimed as the one who “‘createst day and night,” 
and who “at thy word bringest on the evening twilight.” These two 
expressions, which have an unusual symbolic and theological depth, 
must be properly understood. When God is said to create both day 
and night, light and darkness, the second element in these pairs 
(night, darkness) is not being placed on the same level as the first, as 
in dualism, as though it were of equal value and dignity. The point is 
rather to deny night and darkness any independent status by placing 
them under the control of God, who vanquishes any powers they 
have (as he vanquishes the primeval chaos: Gen 1:1ff.) by the power 
of light and kosmos. When God is proclaimed creator of night, night is 
declared to have been dethroned; it is now not a place or phase of 
terror and death but of God’s creative love. To believing Jews every 
dawn that breaks is a new creation in which, as on the first day, God 
chains the darkness and transforms it into order. Therefore they do 
not fear the night but can rest in peace and can without fear bless 
their Lord because he ‘‘brings on the evening twilight,” “opens the 
gates of dawn and dusk,” “varies the seasons,” and “rolls away the 
light from before the darkness, and the darkness from before 
the light”; 

—since the shema‘ is being recited in the evening, in the dark- 
ness of night, the qedushah of the angels, which was part of the 
morning benedictions, is omitted. The reason is that according to the 
midrashic tradition the angels can glorify the Eternal One only by 
day and not by night: “The qedushah, which is the supreme procla- 
mation of the divine glory, can be recited only during the day when 
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nature manifests itself to our senses in all its richness and splendor. 
The gedushah is omitted at night when the world of nature hides 
itself from our perception.” 


b) The Purpose of Life 

In the second benediction (‘ahavat ‘olam, “with everlasting 
love”) God is praised, as in the morning service, for the gift of the 
Torah, which gives Israel’s life its purpose: 


With everlasting love thou hast loved the house of Israel, 
thy people; Torah and commandments, statutes and judg- 
ments hast thou taught us. Therefore, O Lord our God, 
when we lie down and when werise up we will meditate on 
thy statutes; yea, we will rejoice in the words of thy Torah 
and in thy commandments for ever; for they are our life and 
the length of our days, and we will meditate on them day 
and night. And mayest thou never take away thy love 
from us. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who lovest thy people 
Israel (307). 


The following remarks may help to a better understanding of 
this text: 

—the main consideration that calls for and grounds an attitude 
of praise and thanksgiving of God is that “with everlasting love thou 
hast loved the house of Israel.” Note the nuance of difference be- 
tween the wording of the morning benediction (“with abounding 
love”) and the wording of the evening benediction (‘with everlasting 
love”). According to some commentators the difference is this: the 
morning benediction speaks of “abounding love,” because the refer- 
ence is to the present experience of God’s love as it manifests itself in 
the recurrence of a new dawn and new life. The evening benedic- 
tion, on the other hand, speaks of “everlasting love” (‘olam literally 
means ‘‘future’’) because the reference is to the certain hope that 
God’s love perdures beyond the night. The night does not contradict 
his love but on the contrary is illumined and vanquished by it; 

—the love which God had and has for Israel is summed up in a 
single gift: the Torah. The benediction celebrates the beauty and 
power of the Torah by means of various names: “commandments,” 
“statutes,” and “judgments.” The Torah is seen here as a sign of 
“our life”; 

—the Torah, for which God is blessed and invoked, is not a 
burden to be carried but a fountain of joy to which human beings 
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may abandon themselves: “we will rejoice in the words of thy Torah 
and in thy commandments for ever; for they are . . . the length of our 
days.” It is this consciousness—that the Torah is indeed the secret of 
life—which gives rise to the double invocation with which the 
prayer ends: “We will meditate on them day and night. And mayest 
thou never take away thy love from us.”’ 


c) The Fidelity of God 

The third benediction, which follows immediately upon the 
shema‘, acknowledges the truth and efficacy of the divine words that 
have been pronounced. The text, which is attributed to Rab, basi- 
cally resembles the text of the third morning benediction, but there 
are some variants: 


True and trustworthy is all this, and it is established with us 
that he is the Lord our God, and there is none beside him, 
and that we, Israel, are his people. It is he who redeemed us 
from the hand of kings, even our King, who delivered us 
from the grasp of all tyrants; the God, who on our behalf 
dealt out punishment to our adversaries, and requited all 
our mortal enemies; who doeth great things past finding out, 
yea, and wonders without number; who maintaineth us in 
life, and hath not suffered our feet to slip; who made us 
Overcome and conquer our enemies, and exalted our 
strength above all them that hated us; who wrought for us 
miracles and retribution upon Pharaoh, signs and wonders 
in the land of the children of Ham; who in his wrath smote 
all the first-born of Egypt, and brought forth his people 
Israel from among them to everlasting freedom; who made 
his children pass through the divided Red Sea, but sank 
their pursuers and their enemies in its depths. Then his 
children beheld his might; they praised and gave thanks 
unto his Name, and willingly accepted his sovereignty. 
Moses and the children of Israel sang a song unto thee with 
great joy, saying, all of them, 

Who is like unto thee, O Lord, among the mighty? Who 
is like unto thee, glorious in holiness, revered in praises, 
doing wonders? 

Thy children beheld thy sovereign power, as thou didst 
cleave the sea before Moses: they exclaimed, This is my 
God! and said, The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. 

And it is said, For the Lord hath delivered Jacob, 
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and redeemed him from the hand of him that was stronger 
than he. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hast redeemed 
Israel (311-13). 


The following are the main differences from the text of the morn- 
ing benediction: 

—at the heart of the benediction is the memorial of Israel’s de- 
liverance from slavery in Egypt, but whereas in the morning the 
story is told in verbs in the past tense (“from Egypt thou didst redeem 
us,” “thou didst deliver us,” “all their first-born thou didst slay,” 
“thy first-born thou didst redeem,” “thou didst divide the Red Sea, 
and drown the proud,” and so on). In the evening benediction the 
verbs are in the present tense, implying a constant and continuous 
action. The reason for the difference is simple: 


In the morning we are full of gratitude for having been res- 
cued from the grip of dark night and from moral depression. 
In the evening, on the other hand, we think hopefully of our 
future redemption and are mindful of God’s protection and 
constant watchfulness that never lessen. For this reason, 
the morning benediction uses the past tense, the tense of 
grateful retrospection; in the evening the present and future 
tenses are chosen, for these are the tenses proper to trustful 
expectation (’emunah).” 


—in the morning benediction God is invoked as follows: “O 
Rock of Israel... deliver... Israel and Judah.” Here, in the evening 
benediction, we read: “The Lord hath delivered Jacob, and redeemed 
him from the hand of him that was stronger than he.” The rabbinical 
commentaries like to point out the different names used for the pa- 
triarch: in the morning benediction he is called “Israel,” a name 
indicating power and victory (according to a popular etymology 
“Israel” means “he has been powerful against God”; see Gen 
32:23ff.); in the evening benediction the name used is “Jacob,” which 
suggests weakness and appeal. This is a way of saying that in the 
morning Jewish believers feel “strong,” like Israel, because they are 
enriched with the gift of a new day, whereas in the evening they feel 
“weak” and “in need of help,” as Jacob did when threatened by the 
darkness of night. 


į 


d) Prayer for Peaceful Repose 
The fourth benediction (hashkivenu, “cause us to lie down in 
peace”) is also called ge’ulah ’arikatah (“extended redemption’), be- 
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cause it is regarded as a prolongation of the third benediction. It asks 
God to protect us during the night by Keeping the hostile evil powers 
from us: 


Cause us, O Lord our God, to lie down in peace, and raise us 
up, O our King, unto life. Spread over us the protection of 
thy peace; direct us aright through thine own good counsel: 
save us for thy Name’s sake; be thou a shield about us; re- 
move from us every enemy, pestilence, sword, famine and 
sorrow; remove also the adversary from before us and from 
behind us. O shelter us beneath the shadow of thy wings; for 
thou, O God, art our Guardian and our Deliverer; yea, thou, 
O God, art a gracious and merciful king; and guard our going 
and our coming unto life and unto peace from this time 
forth and for evermore. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
guardest thy people Israel for ever (313). 


Three basic ideas are expressed in this benediction: 

—first and foremost there is the prayer to God for peaceful re- 
pose: “Cause us, O Lord our God, to lie down in peace (le-shalom). . . 
Spread over us the protection of thy peace (shalomekah). . . . Shelter 
us beneath the shadow of thy wings” (see Ps 17:8; 36:8); 

—what is meant, concretely, by “peaceful” repose? It means a 
sleep that is free from attack by all the many and terrible specters 
that, according to the mind of antiquity and a primitive symbolology, 
people the darkness of night: “Remove from us every enemy, pesti- 
lence, sword, famine and sorrow.” These negative forces are 
summed up in the petition: “Remove also the adversary [Satan] from 
before us and from behind us.” Satan, the Adversary, is the supreme 
symbol of evil, of opposition to the divine plan. Asking God to 
remove Satan from us is another way of asking him to renew the 
work of creation each night by transforming chaos (night) into cos- 
mos (day); 

—repose is not requested for its own sake but in view of the 
creation of the new day, a creation in which we are called upon to 
collaborate: “Raise us up unto life (le-hayim)” and surround us with 
peace (shalom). God grants a new day for the sake of life and peace, 
which represent both a gift to be received and a task to be 
accomplished. 

The future tense of the psalm (“The Lord will watch over your 
going and your coming”) is here changed to: “guard our going and 
our coming”; the literal meaning of “going” and “coming” (which in 
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the psalm refer to the going and coming of the pilgrims in Jerusalem) 
is changed to a symbolic meaning, namely, the going and coming of 
night. Just as God watches over not only those who live in the holy 
city but also those outside it, so too he protects not only during the 
day (symbolized by Jerusalem) but also during the night (symbolized 
by being outside Jerusalem). Along with these two reinterpretations 
(time and symbolism) the prayer adds an explanatory expression to 
the words of the psalm: “unto life (le-hayim) and unto peace (le-sha- 
lom).” The benediction begins by asking God to raise us up to life and 
peace; it ends by asking him to guard us “unto life and unto peace,” 
not only when we arise but always, whether we “go out’’ or 
“come in.” 

The evening recitation of the shema‘ thus ends with the image of 
a God who constantly remains with his people “unto life and unto 
peace”: day and night, in oppression and in freedom. 


III. THE SECOND STRUCTURAL UNIT: THE TEFILLAH 


The tefillah is, after the shema‘, the second most important mo- 
ment in Jewish prayer. It consists of a series of short benedictions or 
prayers recited three times a day: morning, afternoon, and evening, 
and is the prayer par excellence of the Jewish liturgy (the literal 
translation of ha-tefillah is “The Prayer”). It is closely connected with 
the shema‘ and in the rabbinical tradition is recited immediately 
after the final benediction of the shema‘, without any break. 

The Talmud explains the close connection with the shema‘ on 
the basis of Ps 63:5: “I bless thee, O Lord, as long as I live: in your 
Name I lift up my hands [in petition].”” The verse has two parts, the 
first a benediction, the second an invocation. According to the Tal- 
mud, the first part is developed in the shema‘, the second in the 
tefillah.” Just as the psalm verse is a unit in which the first part 
prepares for the second and the second refers back to the first, so the 
shema‘ and the tefillah form a unit in which each part refers to the 
other and is harmoniously combined with it. 


l. Three Different Names 


Since the tefillah comprises eighteen benedictions (in fact there 
are now nineteen, since the fourteenth has been divided into two), it 
is also called shemoneh-‘esreh (“eighteen”), especially among the 
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Ashkenazi Jews. (‘‘Eighteen,” that is, ‘““‘benedictions.’’) Although in 
historical fact the number eighteen was reached by pure chance, the 
midrashic tradition likes to see theological reasons for it: “Moses was 
asked: ‘How are we to know the number of prayers we are bound to 
offer?’ He answered: ‘How often does the divine Name occur in 
Psalm 29?’ They said: ‘Eighteen times.’ He then said: ‘We must offer 
eighteen benedictions.’ ”?7 l 

Saadia Gaon (882-942), one of the first great compilers of a 
prayer book, found twelve reasons why the tefillah contains eighteen 
benedictions: because the patriarchs “Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” 
are mentioned as a group eighteen times; because the Torah gives 
formulas of prayers on eighteen occasions; because there are eigh- 
teen feast days in the Jewish calendar; and so on. 

A second name for the tefillah is ‘amidah, which in Hebrew 
means “standing.” The prayer is therefore called the ‘amidah be- 
cause it is recited while standing and facing Jerusalem, the place and 
symbol par excellence of holiness. To take a standing position before 
someone is a way of attesting one’s submission and docility. By recit- 
ing the shemoneh-‘esreh while standing, the praying community ex- 
presses its readiness to accept and obey the divine will. 

The practice of standing is not only amply attested in many 
passages of the Old Testament (see Sir 50:13; Ex 20:21; 38:10; Neh 8:5) 
but is also taken over by the Christian tradition, where it becomes 
one of the basic postures of ecclesial prayer. In addition to symboliz- 
ing docility or availability, standing also suggests freedom. Unlike 
slaves, who are forced to prostrate themselves, free human beings 
face others on a common level of autonomy and dignity. By reciting 
the eighteen benedictions while standing, praying Jews manifest not 
only their docility but also their idea of God: a dialogical partnership 
by which they enter upon a communion based on respect and love. 

The most commonly used name, however, for the series of 
prayers after the shema‘ is tefillah, which derives from the verbal 
root pll, meaning “judge,” “observe,” “study,” “test.” In its reflexive 
form, itpallel, the verb means “to judge oneself,” that is, to submit 
oneself to criticism, to conduct a “self-analysis.” Tefillah is the sub- 
stantive word for this process of self-observation and self-knowledge. 
It is usually translated as “prayer,” the word here being understood 
not as the expression of one’s sentiments but as a confrontation with 
God and his Torah, whereby, as though in the light of the sun, the 
soul discovers its identity and frees itself from the incrustations and 
mystifications that keep it alienated. 
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Contrary to common opinion, prayer in the Judeo-Christian tra- 
dition is not an alibi ora bit of pleasant self-complacency but a stern 
examination of conscience that purifies the person and contributes 
to the person’s regeneration. According to the Mekilta (14, 10), “the 
tefillah is stronger than arms”: it is not a magical force, but the power 
emanating from the conscientization and responsibility bestowed by 
the Torah. 

It is along this line that the efficacy of prayer—a theme so dear to 
both Jewish and Christian spirituality—is to be understood. God al- 
ways hears the prayers of his servants and does not leave their cries 
unanswered: 


I sought the Lord, and he answered me, 
and delivered me from all my fears. 
Look to him, and be radiant; 
so your faces shall never be ashamed. 
This poor man cried, and the Lord heard him, 
and saved him out of all his troubles (Ps 34:5-7). 


How are these verses to be understood, and how are they to be 
reconciled to these other verses from Psalm 22: “O my God, I cry 
by day, but thou dost not answer; and by night, but find no rest” 
(Ps 22:3)? 

The tefillah, understood as self-understanding in the light of 
God’s word, can help to resolve this apparent contradiction: God 
always “hears” our prayers, not in the sense that he adjusts himself 
to our will but in the sense that he conforms our will to his. When we 
pray to God and invoke his aid we are not forcing him or bending him 
to our desires but rather accepting and adhering to his will. Praying 
persons who abandon themselves to God’s will can always say: “I 
sought the Lord, and he answered me”; whereas those who find this 
abandonment difficult can say: “O my God, I cry by day, but thou 
dost not answer; and by night, but find no rest.” 

These two “voices” are hidden in everyone who prays, and it is 
the task of the tefillah to turn the believer gradually from the first to 
the second: 


Since the tefillah aims essentially at elevating the soul to 
God through knowledge of his will, every prayer carries its 
own answer with it. If believers see the prayer denied, why 
should they be upset? That prayer is no longer capable of 
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expressing their true will and desire, because it does not 
represent the will and desire of their creator. Only to the 
superficial glance does their prayer seem unanswered; in 
reality, whether accepted or denied, the prayer has 
achieved its purpose: it has made them aware of the pres- 
ence and will of God.* 


I have dwelt at length on this theological aspect of the term 
tefillah because, by comparison with the other two names of the 
prayer, it is more original and more full of meaning. When devout 
Jews establish a rhythm for their day through recitation of the “Eigh- 
teen Benedictions,” they gradually purify their wills to the point of 
bringing them into harmony with the divine will. 

Their wills, which thus grow transparent as crystals, become the 
reflection of another will: the will of God, their creator and Lord. 
“Thy will be done”: this invocation, the first in the Lord’s Prayer of 
Jesus of Nazareth, can be regarded as the most complete expression 
and summary of the entire tefillah. 


2. Origin and Structure 


The majority of scholars agree in principle that, in its general 
structure if not in its individual parts, the tefillah originated in the 
second century before the Christian era. Others even date it to the 
fourth century of the pre-Christian era and think that its main com- 
ponents had already become part of the liturgy of the Second 
Temple. 

Rabbi J. H. Hertz writes as follows of the origins of the tefillah: 


This Prayer is not the product of one mind or even of one 
period. The opening benedictions, the “Praises,” are the 
work of the Men of the Great Assembly, in the fourth pre- 
Christian century. The concluding benedictions, the 
“Thanksgivings,” are not so old; but they undoubtedly go 
back to the Maccabean age, the middle of the second cen- 
tury before the Common Era. Much younger are the “Peti- 
tions,” though nearly all of them were in use before the end 
of the Second Temple. As to origin, some of the Eighteen 
Benedictions were taken over from the Temple; some were 
framed originally for private devotion; while still others 
seem to have arisen in the Synagogue itself. The final edit- 
ing of these prayers took place about the year 100, 
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after the Common Era, at the direction of the Patriarch 
Gamaliel II.” 


a) The Principal Historical Testimonies 

The basic text that provides the most information about the tefil- 
lah is Tractate Berakot of the Mishnah, which devotes two of its nine 
chapters to it. After speaking of the shema‘ (chapters 1-3), the trac- 
tate goes on to discuss the tefillah (chapters 4-5), while the remaining 
chapters (6-9) are given over to the benedictions, especially the ben- 
ediction after meals. Chapters 4 and 5 speak of how and when the 
tefillah is to be recited; they report the differing opinions of the rab- 
bis. In 4, 3, for example, we read: “Rabban Gamaliel says: A man 
should pray the Eighteen [Benedictions] every day. R. Joshua says: 
The substance of the Eighteen. R. Akiba says: If his prayer is fluent in 
his mouth he should pray the Eighteen, but if not, the substance of 
the Eighteen” (Danby 5). 

This passage provides a good deal ofimportant information. First 
of all, it gives a picture of an easily dated historical period, since 
Rabban Gamaliel, R. Joshua, and R. Aquiba all belonged to the sec- 
ond generation of Tannaites (70-135 A.D.). The use of the tefillah was 
already widespread in that period. Second, the passage speaks of two 
versions of the tefillah: one complete (“Eighteen Benedictions’’), the 
other a summary or abstract (“the substance of the Eighteen’’). 
Third, it shows that there was a notable flexibility and freedom in 
the recitation of the tefillah, with some preferring the complete ver- 
sion (Rabban Gamaliel), others the shorter version (R. Joshua), and 
still others the one or other version depending on certain conditions 
(R. Akiba). 

Talmudic sources also supply important information. Three 
passages in particular are relevant. The first is Meg 17b, according to 
which “onae hundred and twenty elders, many prophets among 
them, compiled the Eighteen Benedictions.” The second is Ber 33a, 
where we read that “the Men of the Great Assembly established for 
Israel benedictions and prayers, sanctifications and havdalah [the 
prayer for the evening of the Sabbath].”’ The third is Ber 28b, which 
says that the Eighteen Benedictions were the work of one Simon the 
Carder: “Our Masters tell us that Simon ha-Pakuli organized the 
Eighteen Benedictions, at Jamnia, in the presence of Rabban 
Gamaliel.” 

Although it is not easy to interpret and reconcile these passages 
(especially the first two with the last), they seem to agree on two 
points that can hardly be challenged: the practice of reciting these 
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prayers is far older than the early Christian period, and their organi- 
zation and the establishment of the number eighteen took place 
around 70 A.D., in the Academy of Jamnia,.after the fall and destruc- 
tion of the Second Temple. But the work of organization that was 
done at Jamnia must be correctly understood: what was determined 
there was not the precise wording of the individual blessings, but 
their number, order, and general structure. The complete formulas 
of the tefillah would not come into existence until the ninth century, 
when the first prayer books appeared. 

In light of the various points I have adduced, it is possible to 
distinguish three phases in the formation of the tefillah: 

—the first is the lengthy period of the existence of the Second 
Temple; it was during these years that some of the principal benedic- 
tions of the tefillah were composed—certainly the first three and the 
last three, since, according to Tosefta Ber 3, 13, these were known to 
the two schools of Hillel and Shammai; 

—the second phase coincides with the Academy of Jamnia, 
which came into existence after the destruction of the temple in 70 
A.D. Here the number of the benedictions and the content of each 
were first established. The work done here was one of redaction and 
organization and not of creation. The scholars of Jamnia were not so 
much the authors of the tefillah as they were its heirs and compilers; 

—the third phase begins with the prayer books, which give the 
full text of the Eighteen Benedictions. Here again, however, the work 
was one of compilation and not of creation; the formulas and words 
are the more or less faithful, more or less literal echo of ancient 
formulas and words which Jews had been using for centuries to in- 
voke and praise their God. 


b) The Tefillah on Feast Days and Weekdays 

When the tefillah is recited on weekdays, it comprises eighteen 
benedictions, but the number is reduced in recitation on feast days 
and the sabbath. The first three (benedictions of praise) and the last 
three (benedictions of thanksgiving) are always recited, but the in- 
termediate ones (benedictions of petition) are either omitted or re- 
duced in number. 

The reason for the omission or reduction is that on the sabbath 
devout Jews are already experiencing the divine plenitude; this is 
not something to be awaited and requested, as on weekdays, but a 
blessing to be enjoyed, as in the messianic age. An image widespread 
in Jewish symbolism is of the sabbath as the “bride” of Israel; when 
visited by the “bride,” which is the Shekinah (the Nearness of God), 
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Israel no longer “asks” but is intent on enjoying, praising, and thank- 
ing. Prayer of petition is a sign of the gap between the present time, 
which is threatened by sin, and the messianic age, which will be 
filled with shalom and grace. The sabbath, like the other great feasts, 
is an image and anticipation of the messianic time and therefore 
cannot but set aside prayer of petition. Such prayer is meaningful 
when the bride is far off, for it invokes her beauty and asks her to 
draw near; but when she is present and urges the devout to song and 
rejoicing, this prayer loses its meaning. 

There are, then, two types of tefillah: one recited on weekdays 
and comprising eighteen benedictions; the other recited on the sab- 
bath and feast days and comprising seven or, at times, nine 
benedictions. 

On the sabbath and feast days the intermediate invocations are 
replaced by a new one called gedushat ha-yom (“sanctification of the 
day”): “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hallowest the Sabbath” (461) or 
‘who hallowest Israel and the feasts.” This varies only slightly ac- 
cording to the feast being celebrated. For example, on Rosh ha- 
Shanah it reads: ‘‘Blessed art thou, O Lord, King over all the earth, 
who hallowest Israel and the Day of Remembrance (yom ha-zik- 
karon)” (855); on the Day of Atonement: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
thou King who pardonest and forgivest our iniquities and the iniqui- 
ties of thy people, the house of Israel . . . who hallowest Israel and the 
Day of Atonement” (903); and so on. The intermediate invocations 
are always replaced by a single blessing, except on the feasts of the 
New Year and the Day of Atonement, when they are replaced 
by three. 

The tefillah for feast days is characterized not only by omission 
of the intermediate invocations but also by certain other details (mu- 
saf). For example, in the tefillah for the sabbath, the fourth benedic- 
tion is enriched by theological reflections on the spiritual meaning of 
the sabbath. In the evening tefillah, the sabbath is described as ‘‘me- 
morial of the creation,” a description that is immediately followed by 
the recitation of Gen 2:1-3; in the morning tefillah the sabbath is 
associated with the gift of the Torah on Sinai and presented as a 
symbol of the covenant between God and Israel; and in the afternoon 
tefillah the sabbath is greeted as the day of complete rest that antici- 
pates and already embodies the shalom and rest of the messianic age, 
“for that day shall be all Sabbath” (Tam 7, 4; Danby 589). 

I have chosen these passages in order to bring out three different 
but complementary aspects of the sabbath: creation, revelation, and 
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redemption, or the three pillars of Jewish thought and liturgy. In 
addition to these variations, there are others that depend on the 
different rites and communities. . 

On weekdays the tefillah almost never varies throughout the 
year, except on a few occasions during some special periods. In the 
rainy season, for example, to the second benediction is added: “Thou 
causest the wind to blow and the rain to fall” (133); on the feasts of 
Hanukkah and Purim there is added to the eighteenth benediction a 
recall of the miracles which God did during the Maccabean period; 
on fast days a special invocation is added to the sixteenth benedic- 
tion, asking God to remain closer than ever to his people; if there are 
sick persons in the community, an explicit prayer for their healing 
may be added to the eighth benediction; and so on. 


c) The Structure of the Tefillah 

The tefillah is made up of nineteen benedictions (originally eigh- 
teen), which are divided into three groups or sections: 1) the first 
three benedictions; 2) the last three; and 3) the thirteen intermediate. 

The first three benedictions are introductory and have praise of 
God for their theme. They glorify God for the three principal attrib- 
utes that define his innermost being and deepest identity: his love 
(hesed}, his power (gevurah), and his holiness (qedushah). God’s love 
manifests itself primarily in his historical self-revelation to the pa- 
triarchs and the Hebrew people, while the signs of his power are 
creation out of nothing and re-creation from death, that is, the resur- 
rection of the dead. But God is “greater” than any revelation and any 
creation; in relation to human beings and their history he always 
remains sovereignly free and transcendent; for this reason the third 
benediction acknowledges and proclaims him to be ha-qadosh, 
“Holy.” These first three benedictions constitute a single theological 
and thematic unit and one of the most beautiful and deeply mean- 
ingful acts of faith in the Jewish liturgy. 

The final three benedictions serve as a conclusion and focus on 
the theme of gratitude. As a matter of fact, only the second expressly 
develops this theme, while the first expresses the hope that God will 
restore the worship in the Jerusalem temple, and the third the hope 
that he will give the gift of abundant peace. The rabbinical tradition 
nonetheless likes to describe all three as “benedictions of thanksgiv- 
ing,” since thanksgiving will be complete and real only when abun- 
dant peace and the fullness of worship become a reality. 

The thirteen intermediate benedictions are the heart of the tefil- 
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lah and form a series of petitions that God would grant his people all 
the things it needs in order to live. These benedictions are the Magna 
Carta of Judaism; they show us what Judaism regards as truly impor- 
tant. They are not a random group but are structured according to a 
theological and anthropological logic. 

The first three have to do with values of the mind and spirit: 
understanding, repentance, and forgiveness. Understanding is the 
ability to penetrate ({intus-legere, to read within) the meaning of 
things, their innermost truth and reality; repentance (teshuvah, re- 
turn) is the ability to draw near gradually to the truth which one has 
discovered and loves, turning each time to slake its own thirst with 
its beauty and transparency; forgiveness is the ability to begin anew 
even when the truth has been betrayed through sin. 

The next four petitions have to do with the values of freedom, 
bodily health, abundant fruits of the earth, and the native land. Here 
again, the petitions are linked and structured to form a coherent 
whole. Of what use are goods without bodily health? And how is 
bodily well-being possible without experience of freedom and a 
homeland? Freedom, health, goods, and homeland form, in Judaism, 
an indissoluble foursome in which each depends on the others. 

These seven petitions are followed by six that look more to the 
community and society. Hitherto, those praying have prayed for 
themselves; now their prayer focuses on the needs of the people, the 
entire collectivity. The petitions here have to do with integral jus- 
tice, the conquest of injustice, the reward of the just, the rebuilding 
of Jerusalem, the coming of the Messiah, and the hearing of prayers. 
Like the preceding groups, these six, despite appearances, have a 
strongly unified structure, since they are built upon the themes of 
justice (the first three) and the messianic age (the last three). When 
all is said and done, these praying are asking that the people may live 
in justice and that this justice be full and complete. A life of justice 
means victory over enemies and the proper reward of the just, while 
experience of messianic fullness implies the rebuilding of Jerusalem, 
a rebuilding that is not only material but moral and spiritual, in 
which the will of God becomes the will of human beings and every 
prayer is heard. 

From a literary point of view, each benediction has the structure 
of any benediction: an opening formula that is technical and stan- 
dardized (‘Blessed art thou, O Lord...”); the reason or reasons for 
the benediction; and a concluding formula that resembles the open- 
ing formula and sums up the reasons alleged. But since the tefillah is 
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a single long prayer, the initial formula holds for the entire series and 
is not repeated. 
The structure and content of the tefillah can be summarized in 
the following outline: 
| 1. Thou art God 
3 


A. Th i 
ree Opening 2. Thou art mighty | Praise of God 


Benedicti 
ao . Thou art holy 
Therefore we ask: 
4. Understanding 
5. Repentance Spiritual blessings 
6. Forgiveness 
re 
8, 
B. Thirteen j i i 
l 10. Reunification of the 
Intermediate 
aoe scattered 
Petitions 


11. Integral justice 

12. Punishment of 
enemies 

13. Reward of the just 

14. The new Jerusalem 

15. The Messiah 

16. Hearing of prayers 


Social blessings 


Personal freedom 
Health 
. Well-being Material blessings 


Therefore: 
17. Restore worship in 
C. Three Final Jerusalem 
Benedictions 148. Accept our gratitude 
19. Grant us peace 


Thanksgiving to God 


d) Manner of Recitation 

The tefillah is to be recited standing and with the gaze directed 
toward Jerusalem. Furthermore, it is recited in complete silence by 
each individual and without interruption. The recitation of the first 
and next-to-last benedictions is accompanied by a bow, which is a 
gesture of adoration and humility. The Talmud, Ber. 34, bases this 
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precept on Gen 24:48: “I bowed and prostrated myself before the 
Eternal One; I blessed the Eternal One, the God of my master 
Abraham.” 

The bow is to be made attentively and in accordance with the 
prayer; thus the head is bowed when the words baruk ’attah 
(“Blessed art thou”) are said, and raised immediately when the word 
“God” is pronounced. The reason for this is that “God raises up those 
that are bowed down,” that is, those carrying the burden of affliction 
and sorrow. This very simple gesture thus conveys all of Judaism’s 
theological and spiritual wisdom. In time of suffering and oppression 
Jews are humbled and “bowed down,” but, however heavy the bur- 
dens that crush them, when they call upon the name of God they 
receive the strength to rise up. That is why they must straighten 
their heads as they pronounce the name of God, for to say “God” is to 
say “freedom”; calling upon the one renders the other present. 

In addition to being recited by individuals and in silence, the 
tefillah is also recited a second time, aloud, when there is a sufficient 
number of participants (a minyan or group of ten). This second reci- 
tation is performed as follows: a reader repeats the tefillah, while the 
congregation participates partly by listening and partly by appro- 
priate responses. In this repetition (which is motivated by the need of 
helping those who do not yet know the tefillah by memory to learn it) 
the text of the Eighteen Benedictions is basically unchanged, al- 
though some of the benedictions may be enriched by more explicit 
contents and more dialogical formulas. This is the case, for example, 
in the third benediction, which in the first recitation simply calls 
God “holy,” but in the second develops the theme by including sev- 
eral references to Is 6:3 and Ez 3:12. Compare the two formulas: 


a) the individual formula: “Unto all generations we will pro- 
claim the lordship of God, for he alone is most high and holy. May thy 
praise, O our God, not lessen on our lips for ever, for thou art a great 
and holy God and King. Blessed art thou, O Lord, the holy God.” 


b) the congregational formula: 


Reader: We will sanctify thy Name in the world even as 
they sanctify it in the highest heavens, as it is written by 
the hand of thy prophet: And they called one unto the 
other and said, | 

Cong.: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth 
is full of his glory. 

Reader: Those over against them say, Blessed— 
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Cong.: Blessed be the glory of the Lord from his place. 

Reader: And in thy Holy Words it is written, saying 

Cong.: The Lord shall reign for ever, thy God, O Zion, unto 
all generations. Praise ye the Lord. 

Reader: Unto all generations we will declare thy greatness, 
and to all eternity we will proclaim thy holiness, and thy 
praise, O our God, shall not depart from our mouth for 
ever, for thou art a great and holy God and King. Blessed 

art thou, O Lord, the holy God (135-37). 


A comparison of the two formulas shows both the new theologi- 
cal content and the new literary structure of the second in relation to 
the first. 

There is one further change when the tefillah is thus repeated; it 
occurs in the eighteenth benediction. Here, when the reader begins 
to recite the formula of thanksgiving, the congregation does not lis- 
ten in silence but instead recites, in an undertone, a different prayer 
of thanksgiving. This seemingly strange practice is justified on the 
grounds that thanksgiving cannot be delegated to another but can 
only be personal. 


3. The Text and a Commentary 


From both the theological and the anthropological point of view, 
the tefillah is evidently a carefully structured prayer. Furthermore, 
it is connected with the shema‘ and complements it. The shema‘ is 
God’s address to Israel, which is summoned to hear and obey; the 
tefillah is Israel's response of invocation and thanksgiving. Precisely 
because God has spoken to Israel, Israel can thank him and call 
upon him. 


a) The Three Benedictions of Praise 

The first three benedictions are called “benedictions of praise” 
because their dominant theme is the glorification of the Name of 
God. The first benediction is known as ’avot (“fathers”) because it 
speaks of God as “God of our fathers.” The second is known as ge- 
vurot (“mighty acts”), because it celebrates the great works in which 
God manifests his power and might. The third is known as gedushat 
ha-shem (“sanctification of the Name”), because it speaks of God’s 
holiness and sovereign freedom. 


1. Blessed art thou, O Lord our God and God of our fathers, 
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob, the great, 
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mighty and revered God, the most high God, who bestowest 
lovingkindness, and art Master of all things; who remem- 
berest the pious deeds of the patriarchs, and in love wilt 
bring a redeemer to their children’s children for thy Name's 
sake (131). O King, Helper, Saviour and Shield. Blessed art 
thou, O Lord, the Shield of Abraham. 


2. Thou, OLord, art mighty for ever, thou revivest the dead, 
thou art mighty to save. [In the summer add: Thou makest 
the dew to fall; in the winter: Thou causest the wind to blow 
and the rain to fall.] Thou sustainest the living with loving- 
kindness, revivest the dead with great mercy, supportest 
the falling, healest the sick, freest the bound, and keepest 
thy faith unto them that sleep in the dust. Who is like unto 
thee, Lord of mighty acts, and who resembleth thee, O King, 
who orderest death and restorest life, and causest salvation 
to spring forth? Yea, faithful art thou to revive the dead. 
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who revivest the dead (133-35). 


3. Unto all generations we will proclaim the lordship of 
God, for he alone is most high and holy. Let your praise, O 
our God, never lessen on our lips for ever, for thou art a great 
and holy God and King. Blessed art thou, O Lord, the 
holy God. 


These three benedictions give answer to two questions: Who is 
God for human beings, and what is a human being in God’s sight? 
The answer to the first question is given by recalling and explaining 
the three fundamental attributes of God: gaddol (great), gibbor 
(mighty), and qadosh (holy). The first benediction develops the 
theme of God who is great in love, as the story of the patriarchs 
shows; the second, the theme of God who is mighty in works, as is 
shown by creation and especially by the resurrection of the dead, 
which is a new and more wonderful creation; the third, the theme of 
God whose Name is holy, as is shown by the very court of heaven, in 
whose chant of “Thrice Holy” the congregation is urged to join. 

According to one probable explanation, gadosh (holy) means 
“separated”? and is a synonym for transcendence, otherness, irre- 
ducibility. After having been described as “great in love” and 
“mighty in works,” God is proclaimed “holy,” thereby suggesting 
that any descriptions given of him must always be relative and par- 
tial. He is always greater than the “names” given to him, names 
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which reflect our names rather than his Name. It is for this reason 
that in the Jewish tradition the true Name of God cannot be spoken. 
This consciousness is at the heart of all true religion; when it disap- 
pears or weakens, human beings begin to make use of God instead of 
serving him, and religion degenerates into ideology. We can and 
must speak of God; we do it by giving names and coming up with 
definitions, but on one condition: that after saying what we have to 
say, we have the courage to proclaim him “holy.” 

The answer to the first of the two questions is thus given by 
explaining the principal divine attributes (gadol, gibbor, and qa- 
dosh). The answer to the second (“What is a human being?’’) can be 
put thus: a human being is one who must acknowledge the reality of 
God by proclaiming his “greatness,” “power,” and “holiness.” In the 
third blessing, those praying (the plural is used because even when 
an individual is alone, he or she is united to the community) say: 
“Unto all generations we will proclaim the lordship of God.” 

The proclamation is not simply verbal but is primarily existen- 
tial. We acknowledge God’s “greatness” when we accept his love 
(hesed, a word which occurs twice in the first benediction) by inter- 
preting our life as his gift and living it in covenant with him. We 
acknowledge his “power” when we renounce our own will to power 
and reinterpret life and death in the light of his will. We acknowl- 
edge his “holiness?” when we confess his unfathomable greatness 
and inexhaustible depth (see Rom 11:33-35) and adore the mystery 
instead of manipulating it. 

The theological riches contained in these benedictions will be- 
come clearer in the light of some more detailed observations. 

——In the first benediction God is described in the light of Ex 3:15 
and Deut 10:17. When he reveals himself to Moses, the latter ur- 
gently asks for his Name. God answers: “Say this to the children of 
Israel: the Eternal, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac, the God of Jacob sends me to you. This is my name for 
ever” (Ex 3:15). The rabbinical tradition likes to ask why “God” is 
repeated with the name of each patriarch; the answer given is that 
Isaac and Jacob were not satisfied with an indirect knowledge of God, 
passed on to them by their ancestor Abraham, but made this knowl- 
edge their own through personal searching. The experience of God 
can be attested and handed down but not delegated; each person is 
always called upon to have and renew this experience. 

The second biblical citation is from Deut 10:17, where God is 
defined by three attributes: gadol (great), gibbor (mighty), and norah 
(venerable; to be feared; terrible), this last being a synonym of qa- 
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dosh. According to the rabbinical tradition, these three are the most 
appropriate names for the divine reality. In practice, the first three 
benedictions of the ‘amidah develop these three attributes. 

The semantic focal point of the first benediction is the word 
hesed (good will, favor), which is twice repeated. If God is gadol 
(great), the sign of this greatness is his love, which he reveals in 
revealing himself to human beings and for the sake of which he 
created the world. This first benediction glorifies the “God of his- 
tory” rather than the God of creation because in the Jewish view 
creation is primarily a sign of God’s love rather than of his power and 
its meaning can be grasped only in the setting of revelation. Aware- 
ness of this love leads to the splendid triple invocation in which God 
is called ‘ozer (he who helps), moshyah (he who saves) and magen (he 
who defends; whence the word “shield’’). 

—TIn the second blessing the dominant theme is the mighty acts 
of God whereby he manifests his love: the gift of dew, wind, and rain, 
the gift of food, the support of the weak (“thou supportest the fall- 
ing’’), the healing of the sick, the liberation of prisoners, and, above 
all, the raising of the dead. This last is mentioned five times and is the 
act that sums up all the others. 

There are three thematic foci of greater importance in this bene- 
diction. The first is expressed in the term jeshu‘ah, “salvation”’: 
“Thou art mighty to save,” “Who resembleth thee, O King, who... 
causest salvation to spring forth?” In keeping with Jewish thinking, 
the salvation meant here is an integral salvation embracing the en- 
tire human person, and not simply a spiritual salvation. That is why 
it includes such elements as dew, wind, and rain, the healing of 
illnesses, and deliverance from slavery. 

The second thematic focus is expressed in the phrase mehaiah 
ha-metim, “‘to revive the dead.” While the repetition of the thought 
may be due in part to apologetic motives (to exclude from the com- 
munity those who, like the Sadducees, questioned the reality of the 
resurrection), the deeper meaning of it emerges only at the theologi- 
cal level. In Judaism, resurrection and creation are not opposed but 
are convergent signs of the same divine love. For this reason the 
benediction speaks of God as one who “‘sustainest the living with 
lovingkindness (be-hesed) and revivest the dead with great mercy 
(be-rahamim rabbim).”’ 

Creation and resurrection thus spring from the same soil: the 
hesed and rahamim of God. When God makes “the dew fall” and 
“the wind blow” and when he “raises the dead,” these are all parts of 
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the same creative activity by which the chaos of nothingness is over- 
come by the harmony of cosmos. If, then, our minds are prone to 
separate these various “‘operations’” of God. and to think of the first 
two as obvious and natural and the last alone (the resurrection of the 
dead) as miraculous and supernatural, this is due not to our greater 
penetration and farsightedness but to our lack of wisdom and our 
blindness. 

The third thematic focus is expressed in the word “fidelity”: 
“Faithful (ne’eman) art thou to revive the dead.” God’s creative activ- 
ity, of which the raising of the dead is one of the most important 
expressions, is utterly free on his part and guaranteed only by his 
fidelity. If the sun shines anew every morning and the spring returns 
every year to make the earth bear its fruits, this is not due, except at 
the phenomenological level, to human effort or a law of nature but to 
God’s fidelity. Believers see the work of creation as sustained by the 
“divine fidelity,” and the raising of the dead is only the final degree 
of the fidelity that daily gives us new moral and physical strength, 
new youthfulness and freshness.*” 

—In the third benediction the dominant note is the attitude and 
response of human beings before God: the qedushah or sanctification 
of the divine Name, of which Rabbi E. Munk writes: 


[The gedushah] is Israel’s daily proclamation of the divine 
holiness. ... It is recited in a most solemn manner, with 
reader and congregation alternating, and can be said only in 
the presence of ten adults. ... This prayer is the high point 
of public prayer. Its content is the glorification of the un- 
fathomable oneness of the divine essence.... Israel does 
not have a gedushah of its own that is distinct from that of 
the heavenly choirs, nor does it look for formulas different 
from theirs. On the contrary, it attunes its glorification to 
that of the angels.** 


A careful analysis of the gedushah (in its congregational form; 
above, p. 88) shows that there are three thematic terms of theological 
importance. The first is qadosh, which, in various forms, occurs nine 
times. Around this pole three principal actors move in concentric 
circles as it were: the reader, the congregation, and the heavenly 
hosts. All three speak with a single voice that is earthly and heav- 
enly, human and divine, and proclaim “unto all generations,” that is, 
“for ever,” that God is “holy, holy, holy.” That voice originates in 
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eternity itself and do2s not so much describe God as evoke his su- 
preme majesty, his freedom, and his unfathomable sovereignty over 
the universe. 

The second term is kavod, which is translated as “glory”: 
“Heaven and earth are full of thy glory.” Whereas qadosh defines the 
innermost mystery of God, kavod unveils the deepest nature of cre- 
ation: creation is neither identical with God nor opposed to him, but 
is pure transparency and a luminous reflection of him. 

Those who are skilled in looking at the world through the eyes of 
faith see beyond phenomena and even the contradictions visible in 
the world; they glimpse in and through it the limitless beauty and 
inexhaustible mystery of God himself. 

Does not a similar witness come from the unwearying explorers 
of matter, whether at the microscopic or macroscopic level, as they 
gaze, enchanted, at its inextricable complexity? 

The third term is hll (halleluyah, “praise the Lord”), the expres- 
sion par excellence of joy and praise. Whereas qadosh defines the 
nature of God and kavod the nature of the world, hl] establishes 
proper relationship of human beings to both God and the world. The 
task of human beings is to praise God for the things of the world. 
Thus the two poles—God and world—are linked to praise: God as the 
recipient (God is praised), the world as the motive (God is praised 
because of the world). Praise requires both, and human beings are 
the ideal interpreters. 


b) The Thirteen Intermediate Petitions 

The three benedictions of praise, which form as it were a great 
overture for the tefillah, are followed by thirteen ‘‘benedictions of 
petition,” so called because they contain requests. After defining 
God in his relationship to human beings and the latter in their rela- 
tionship to God, the praying soul now trustfully opens its heart and 
formulates a series of personal and communal petitions that repre- 
sent the best of Jewish wisdom and spirituality. This section of the 
tefillah may be regarded as the fundamental charter of Jewish 
values: 


4. Thou favourest man with knowledge, and teachest mor- 
tals understanding. O favour us with knowledge, under- 
standing and discernment from thee. Blessed art thou, O 
Lord, gracious Giver of knowledge. 


ł 


5. Cause us to return, O our Father, unto thy Torah; draw 
us near, O our King, unto thy service, and bring us back in 
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perfect repentance unto thy presence. Blessed art thou, O 
Lord, who delightest in repentance. 


6. Forgive us, O our Father, for we have sinned; pardon us, 
O our King, for we have transgressed; for thou dost pardon 
and forgive. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who art gracious, and 
dost abundantly forgive. 


7. Look upon our affliction and plead our cause, and re- 
deem us speedily for thy Name’s sake; for thou art a mighty 
Redeemer. Blessed art thou, O Lord, the Redeemer of Israel. 


8. Heal us, O Lord, and we shall be healed; save us and we 
shall be saved; for thou art our praise. Grant a perfect heal- 
ing to all our wounds; for thou, almighty King, art a faithful 
and merciful Physician. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
healest the sick of thy people Israel. 


9. Bless this year unto us, O Lord our God, together with 
every kind of the produce thereof, for our welfare; give [dew 
and rain for] a blessing upon the face of the earth. O satisfy 
us with thy goodness, and bless our year like other good 
years. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who blessest the years. 


10. Sound the great horn for our freedom; raise the ensign 
to gather our exiles, and gather us from the four corners of 
the earth. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who gatherest the dis- 
persed of thy people Israel. 


11. Restore our judges as in former times, and our counsel- 
lors as at the beginning; remove from us sorrow and sighing; 
reign thou over us, O Lord, thou alone, in lovingkindness 
and tender mercy, and clear us in judgment. Blessed art 
thou, O Lord, the King who lovest righteousness and 
judgment. 


12. And for slanderers [and heretics] let there be no hope, 
and let all wickedness perish as in a moment; let all thine 
enemies be speedily cut off, and the dominion of arrogance 
do thou uproot and crush; cast down and humble speedily 
in our days. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who breakest the ene- 
mies and humblest the arrogant. 
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13. Towards the righteous and the pious, towards the elders 
of thy people, the house of Israel, towards the remnant of 
their scribes, towards true proselytes, and towards us also 
may thy tender mercies be stirred, O Lord our God; grant a 
good reward unto all who faithfully trust in thy Name; set 
our portion with them for ever, so that we may not be put to 
shame: for we have trusted in thee. Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
the stay and trust of the righteous. 


14. And to Jerusalem, thy city, return in mercy, and dwell 
therein as thou hast spoken; rebuild it soon in our days as an 
everlasting building, and speedily set up therein the throne 
of David. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who rebuildest 
Jerusalem. 


15. Speedily cause the offspring of David, thy servant, to 
flourish, and lift up his glory by thy divine help because we 
wait for thy salvation all the day. Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
who causest the strength of salvation to flourish. 


16. Hear our voice, O Lord our God; spare us and have 
mercy upon us, and accept our prayer in mercy and favour; 
for thou art a God who hearkenest unto prayers and suppli- 
cations; from thy presence, O King, turn us not empty away; 
for thou hearkenest in mercy to the prayer of thy peo- 
ple Israel. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hearkenest unto 
prayer (137-47). 


These invocations, despite the differences among them, form in 
fact a single coherent and rigorously structured petition that asks 
God for complete, messianic salvation. The several requests repre- 
sent the basic elements in this integral salvation. 

—The fourth benediction, known as da‘at (knowledge) from its 
principal term, asks God for the gift of intelligence (from intus-legere, 
to read things in depth, penetrating to their radical truth). The con- 
tent of this “intelligence” is expressed by three words: da‘at (knowl- 
edge), binah (understanding), and hasekel (discernment). The intelli- 
gence or insight in question here is not simply rational but 
existential, that is, insight that grasps the meaning of things in light 
of the intentionality that underlies and dynamizes them. It might be 
said that “knowledge” here is equivalent to “wisdom” that urges 
human beings to seek the good and feeds the passion for truth (see 1 
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Kgs 3:9; Jer 9:23). It is with this interpretation in mind that the havda- 
lah prayer is introduced at this point on the evening of the sabbath. 
That prayer emphasizes the essential difference between light, sym- 
bolized by the sabbath, and darkness, represented by what is non- 
sabbath. A grasp of this difference, gained by living the former and 
vanquishing the latter, is a gift of da‘at or the insight that enables 
human beings to see and enjoy things from the viewpoint of God, 
their creator and sustainer. Where this kind of “intelligence” is lack- 
ing, the world is as it were deprived of light and remains indifferent 
and mute, whether one knows it rationally or possesses it with 
greedy passion. 

This benediction, then, expresses the first and most important of 
ali the petitions, the one that precedes and gives meaning to all the 
others. That is why the Talmud could say: “How important knowl- 
edge must be if it has been placed at the beginning of the weekday 
prayers!” (Ber.33a). 

—The fifth benediction, known as teshuvah (repentance), asks 
God for the gift of conversion, of a return to his truth. This benedic- 
tion is connected with the preceding, which it picks up and com- 
pletes by explicitating its content and purpose. In other words, true 
“knowledge” is knowledge that leads human beings back to the 
Torah and to the service of God. “Cause us to return... unto thy 
Torah ... (and) unto thy service (‘avodah).”” Teshuvah, Torah, and 
‘avodah are the three thematic words that give this petition its struc- 
ture. Torah is the expression of the divine will and ‘avodah is the sign 
of the human person’s readiness and availability, while teshuvah 
(which in the vocabulary of the Bible means to go back to the proper 
starting point, to re-turn) signifies the gradual correspondence of the 
second to the first. As human beings gradually discover truth, thanks 
to the gift of “knowledge,” they cannot but conform themselves to 
the Torah by placing themselves at its service. This slow and gradual 
process of conformity, which lasts a lifetime, is the real favor being 
requested in this benediction. 

—The sixth blessing, which is called selihah (forgiveness), asks 
God not to consider our sins and infidelities. Once again, this bene- 
diction picks up and completes the preceding. For in their gradual 
conformity to the truth human beings do not follow an undeviating 
path but experience moments of uncertainty and even betrayal. 
Therefore they pray: “Forgive us... for we have sinned; pardon 
us... for we have transgressed.” Teshuvah and selihah go together: 
where the former is deficient, the latter restores confidence and 
hope; where the former even fails completely, because based on hu- 
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man effort, the latter is always victorious, because guaranteed by 
God: “Thou dost pardon and forgive. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
art gracious, and dost abundantly forgive.” God forgives human be- 
ings not because they are good but because he is good (hanun). This is 
the certainty Jews carry with them on their search for the truth; it 
gives them the strength they need in order not to succumb to any 
defeat or any sense of inevitability. 

—The seventh benediction, known as ge’ulah (redemption), 
asks God to keep far from us the affliction that hinders the exercise of 
freedom. It was probably composed during the time of persecution 
by Antiochus Epiphanes (215-163 B.C.) and, in its present setting, 
begins a new series of more concrete and material petitions: for per- 
sonal freedom, health, well-being, and native land. The first of all 
these more concrete blessings is indeed personal freedom, for with- 
out this the others would be insufficient and unreliable. While all 
individuals and all peoples respond to the theme of freedom, this is 
especially true of the Jewish people, for they came into existence 
through the exodus from Egypt, a deliverance willed and ensured 
by God. 

A basic characteristic of Judaism is its assertion of this personal 
freedom as utterly radical, because it is directly linked to the will of 
God, from which it flows. That is why this benediction calls God 
go’el, “he who sets free”: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, the Redeemer of 
Israel.” Precisely because God is the source of freedom, the latter is 
extremely important to human beings and is invoked and sought as 
the greatest personal value and the value that is the condition for all 
the others. For how could health, wealth, and native land have 
meaning without the savor given to them by interior and personal 
freedom? 

—The eighth benediction, known as refu’ah (healing), asks God 
for complete bodily health. The key word in this benediction is the 
verb rf, which means to restore health, to cure infirmities. God is 
twice invoked as rofe’, literally “physician,” in this case a physician 
who, unlike any other, is ne’eman (faithful) and rahaman (merciful). 
We might be tempted to smile at the application of “physician” to 
God, and yet nothing is so dear to him as the human body, which is 
his “image and likeness” (Gen 1:27). He cares for this “body” in his 
tender providence, as we are told by Jesus of Nazareth, one of Ju- 
daism’s most penetrating and faithful interpreters: “Do not be 
anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall drink, 
nor about your body, what you shall put on. Is not life more than 
food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air: 
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they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heav- 
enly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?” (Mt 
6:25-26). After freedom, health is the most valuable blessing to have 
and to pray for. 

—The ninth benediction, known as birkat ha-shanim (benedic- 
tion for the years), asks God for fruitful seasons and abundant har- 
vests. The petition has two parts, the first general, the second spe- 
cific. God is first asked to bless ‘‘this year unto us, together with 
every kind of produce”; the petition is then made more specific: 
“give dew and rain for a blessing upon the face of the earth.” 

Anyone familiar with the Middle East knows how necessary 
rain is and how life and survival depend on it. To pray for rain is to 
pray for the fruits of the earth, that they may be sufficient to feed all 
its inhabitants. The second benediction also mentioned rain when 
celebrating God as the one who “‘causest the wind to blow and the 
rain to fall.” Rain was there seen as a sign of God’s creative activity 
that elicits human admiration and praise; here it is the object of a 
petition that God would meet the needs of human beings. 

It is important not to overlook the thematic word in this bene- 
diction, namely, brk, which is used four times but with a meaning 
different from its usual one: “Bless this year . . . give dew and rain for 
a blessing. ...?” Here the subject who does the blessing is God, 
whereas in the standardized formula ‘“‘Blessed art thou, O Lord,” the 
unexpressed subject is human beings. There are in fact two kinds of 
benediction: that of God, directed to human beings, and that of hu- 
man beings, directed to God. There is an essential difference be- 
tween the two, for God “blesses” human beings through the concrete 
gifts of creation (rain, here, is a part that stands for the whole), 
whereas human beings bless God by acknowledging and praising 
him. God’s blessing is primordial and creative, that of human beings 
is responsive and laudative. The latter arises as a response to the 
former and is inspired by realization of it. The relation between the 
two kinds of blessing emerges with clarity in the concluding sen- 
tence: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who blessest the years.” God is 
blessed because he blesses us, and does so not by words but by the 
“years,” that is, the riches of the world and the fruits of the earth. 

—The tenth benediction asks for the reunification of the Jewish 
people, in accordance with Is 11:12 (“He... will assemble the out- 
casts of Israel, and gather the dispersed of Judah from the four 
corners of the earth”) and Is 27:13 (“In that day a great trumpet will 
be blown, and those who were lost in the land of Assyria and those 
who were driven out to the land of Egypt will come’’). The key word 


100 JEWISH PRAYER 


in this benediction is gbs, “to gather” (whence qibbus, kibbutz), 
which occurs three times. 

This gathering or reunification, which according to Jewish sym- 
bology is both proclaimed and brought to pass by the blowing of the 
shofar (trumpet), has for its first object the Jewish people, now scat- 
tered to the four corners of the earth; but it also has for its object the 
whole human race, of which the Jewish people is a representative 
part. According to many, the prayer uttered in this benediction has 
been answered by the founding of the new state of Israel, in which 
Jews from 102 countries and speaking over 80 different languages are 
now gathered. The claim may be true, but the benediction and its 
prayer remain timely, not only because the gathering of the Jews 
calls for the reunification of the entire human race, but also and 
above all because, especially from the spiritual point of view, the 
gathering of Israel is never complete but always still to be realized. 

The prayer for a native land is not to be understood either in a 
nationalist or in an exclusive sense. As a place that bestows an iden- 
tity and promotes socialization, and not as a place opposed to that of 
others, a land is a precious possession, like freedom, health, and 
well-being. 

—The eleventh blessing, called sedaqah (justice), asks God to 
establish social relations based on solidarity and love; the prayer 
thus completes the preceding. Of what use, after all, is a native land 
if in it dominion belongs to the strongest, who oppress it, exploit it, 
and do violence to it? The prayer has two steps or stages. First, it asks 
the Lord to send courageous and loyal governors like those who led 
Israel prior to the monarchy and whom popular tradition remem- 
bered as holy and heroic: “Restore our judges as in former times.” 

But even honorable individuals like the judges were not im- 
mune to the temptations of injustice and errors. Therefore the prayer 
passes from the historical plane to the eschatological and asks God to 
become himself the ruler of Israel: “Reign thou over us, O Lord, thou 
alone.” The text not only calls for the reign of God but also tells us 
what that reign will be like. Unlike the rule of human beings, which 
is marked by injustice and violence, God reigns “in lovingkind- 
ness (hesed) and tender mercy (rahamim), and... in judgment 
(mishpat).” 

—The twelfth benediction, known in the Talmud as birkat ha- 
minim (benediction of the heretics), asks God for the radical elimina- 
tion of evil as personified by “slanderers,” “heretics,” and “ene- 
mies.” “For slanderers and heretics let there be no hope... let all 
thine enemies be speedily cut off.” 
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Of all the benedictions this one poses the most problems, as is 
shown by the many changes and corrections it has undergone down 
the centuries and by the adaptations of it in the new prayer books, 
especially those of the Reform, some of which eliminate it entirely.” 

There are two considerations that make this benediction prob- 
lematic, one historical, the other theological. If, as seems probable, 
the birkat ha-minim originated as a prayer against Jewish Christians, 
whose conception of Torah and Messiah threatened the survival of 
Judaism, then we must ask: Is the benediction still meaningful today 
in a profoundly changed historical and cultural climate in which, 
even if slowly, the principles of respect, dialogue, and tolerance are 
being professed and asserted? 

But it is above all at the theological level that this benediction 
causes difficulties. Can we properly ask God to ‘‘cut off” our ene- 
mies. Do not execratory prayers, even though common in the Bible 
(see, for example, Num 10:35; Ps 69:25-29; 59:14-15; 137:9), contra- 
dict the true meaning of prayer and even belief in God? 

I shall try to answer these questions later on. For the moment it 
is enough to point out that rather than being directed against “‘ene- 
mies” understood as real individuals, the benediction looks to the 
elimination of evil, the action of which hinders the coming of God’s 
reign. The prayer is for the victory of love and not the defeat of 
enemies. That this is the primary thought in the Jewish mind when 
using this benediction (and other execratory texts) is shown by the 
following passage from the Talmud in which Beruria, the wise wife 
of Rabbi Meir, challenges a prayer in which her husband has asked 
God for the death of two criminals: “Is it perhaps written that ‘crimi- 
nals must be eliminated’? No, on the contrary it is written: ‘Let sins 
be done away with.’ It is so written in order that you may ask mercy 
for them and that they may repent and be converted. Only thus will 
the wicked vanish while saving their lives” (Ber. 10a). 

—The thirteenth benediction asks God for the victory of good- 
ness as represented by three categories of persons: the “righteous” 
(sadiqim), the “pious” (hasidim), and the “‘proselytes”’ (gere ha-sedeq, 
literally, “strangers who have become righteous”). This benediction 
expresses in positive terms that which the preceding benediction 
had put negatively, for a society of “the righteous, the pious, and true 
proselytes” is the opposite of one containing “slanderers, heretics, 
and enemies.” Here, as in the preceding benediction, the categories 
are symbolic in that they stand for all Jews and—why not?—the 
entire human race. 

The purpose of the prayer is to ask God for a world in which 
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there will be only righteous persons, persons whose love and behav- 
ior reflect that of God himself: “Toward the righteous and the 
pious... may thy tender mercies be stirred.” This very beautiful 
formula expresses the ideal of every human society, for a society is 
truly human when the human beings making it up act with mercy, 
like God, allowing his way of acting (hesed) to shine through them, so 
that they will deserve to be called hasidim (literally: full of hesed). 

This benediction concludes the petitions having to do with the 
native land: that God would reunify it (10), make it just (11), and 
render it capable of overcoming evil (12) and doing what is good (13). 

—The fourteenth benediction asks God to rebuild Jerusalem 
and make it once again his city: “And to Jerusalem, thy city, return in 
mercy... rebuild it soon... as an everlasting building.” Even 
though today Jerusalem has become once again the city of the chosen 
people, this benediction retains its value, for its reference is not only 
historical but also, and primarily, eschatological. Before being a city 
of stone, the Jerusalem which God is asked to rebuild is a city of the 
heart; it is a city built by God rather than by human beings, in accor- 
dance with Zechariah 8:3: “Thus says the Lord: I will return to Zion, 
and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem.” 

According to a midrashic story, the Shekinah had gradually dis- 
tanced itself from human beings as they sinned, but with the coming 
of the patriarchs it reversed its course and gradually drew nearer to 
human beings according to their merits and goodness. Thus, while 
evil drives the Shekinah away, goodness draws it back. Israel bears 
witness that in the going and coming of the Shekinah the latter wins 
out over the former; in the end the Shekinah will return and never 
depart again. 

It is not without meaning that this eschatological horizon ap- 
pears at the end of the petitions previously formulated. God has been 
asked for many things (a good year, a native land, justice, the con- 
quest of evil, and so on). The praying community knows, however, 
that all these “things” will not automatically be given to us simply 
for the asking; difficulties, ambiguities, and struggles remain as be- 
fore. Despite everything, however, the community will continue to 
live, work, and love thanks to its certainty that God will “return to 
Jerusalem” and “rebuild it as an everlasting building.” 

—The fifteenth benediction, which asks God to bring in the 
messianic age, is so closely linked to the preceding that the Palestin- 
ian Talmud, unlike the Babylonian, regards them as a single bene- 
diction. Drawing its inspiration from Is 11:1, this benediction speaks 
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of the “offspring of David” and asks that he may “‘flourish”’ as before, 
thereby introducing the fullness of salvation: “And lift up his glory 
by thy divine help, because we wait for thy salvation.” In the mes- 
sianic age human activity will become a pure reflection of the divine; 
God, who is “salvation,” will be welcomed by human beings, and 
salvation will turn into “strength.” While this benediction poses sev- 
eral problems of interpretation, especially regarding the person of 
the Messiah (so that Reformed liturgies prefer to alter the text), there 
can be agreement on at least one point: to pray for the “offspring of 
David” is another of the ways of asking God for a human world in 
which life will be radiant with meaning, as it was in the earthly 
paradise. 

—The sixteenth benediction, the last of the petitions, asks God 
to hear prayers: “Hear our voice... accept our prayer.” It seems 
strange, does it not, that such a benediction should come at the end of 
the petitions and not at the beginning?** The answer is that the bene- 
diction must be interpreted in relation to the Messiah, in accordance 
with Is 56:6-7: “Every one who holds fast to my covenant—these I 
will bring to my holy mountain, and will make them joyful in my 
house of prayer.” Thus far the community has prayed by asking God 
for various things. But while it prayed, its gaze was fixed on the 
messianic age, the only place where prayer (every prayer) is truly 
heard, since the human will is there in perfect accord with the will of 
God. Only in the “place? which Isaiah describes as a “house of 
prayer” does life reveal its identity and is filled with joy. It is for that 
“place” that this benediction prays, describing God as him “who 
hearkenest unto prayer.” It is with an invocation of God so described 
that the series of petitions ends and the final benedictions begin. 


c) The Three Benedictions of Thanksgiving 

The three final benedictions are called “‘benedictions of thanks- 
giving” because their dominant theme is thanksgiving and gratitude 
to God. In fact, only the second of the three explicitly develops the 
theme of thanksgiving, while the other two are rather petitions, ask- 
ing God for the restoration of the Temple worship and the granting of 
shalom, peace. The three had their historical origin in the liturgy of 
the temple, which explains their unity and dynamics. The first was 
an appeal to God to accept the sacrificial offerings. When the temple 
was destroyed in 70 A.D., the benediction was substantially changed 
and became an appeal to God to accept the prayer offered in the 
synagogue and to restore the priestly service. The second benedic- 
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tion remained a prayer of thanksgiving, while the third picked up 
and concluded the blessing which the kohanim (priests) gave to the 
people at the end of the sacrificial offerings. 


17. Accept, O Lord our God, thy people Israel and their 
prayer; restore the service to the inner sanctuary of thy 
house; receive in love and favour both the offerings of Israel 
and their prayer; and may the worship of thy people Israel 
be ever acceptable unto thee. And let our eyes behold thy 
return in mercy to Zion. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who re- 
storest thy divine presence unto Zion (149-51). 


18. We give thanks unto thee, for thou art the Lord our God 
and the God of our fathers for ever and ever; thou art the 
Rock of our lives, the Shield of our salvation through every 
generation. We will give thanks unto thee and declare thy 
praise for our lives which are committed unto thy hand and 
for our souls which are in thy charge, and for thy miracles 
which are daily with us, and for thy wonders and thy bene- 
fits, which are wrought at all times, evening, morn and 
noon. O thou who art all-good, whose mercies fail not; thou, 
merciful Being, whose lovingkindnesses never cease, we 
have ever hoped in thee. Blessed art thou, O Lord, whose 
Name is all-good, and unto whom it is becoming to give 
thanks (151-55). 


19. Grant peace, welfare, blessing, grace, lovingkindness 
and mercy unto us and unto all Israel, thy people. Bless us, 
O our Father, even all of us together, with the light of thy 
countenance; for by the light of thy countenance thou hast 
given us, O Lord our God, the Torah of life, lovingkindness 
and righteousness, blessing, mercy, life and peace; and may 
it be good in thy sight to bless thy people Israel at all times 
and in every hour with thy peace. Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
who blessest thy people Israel with peace (155) 


The first of these benedictions is called ‘avodah (service) be- 
cause it asks God to reestablish divine worship in Jerusalem. The 
second is called hodayah (thanksgiving), because it develops the 
theme of gratitude for the divine blessings received. The third, fi- 
nally, is called birkat ha-shalom (benediction for peace), because it 
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asks God for prosperity and well-being. But because this final bene- 
diction is sometimes preceded by the priestly blessing (recited nowa- 
days by a reader), it is also called birkat kohanim (benediction of the 
priests). 

Although the three have different themes, the Jewish tradition 
likes to think of them all as “benedictions of thanksgiving.” The 
reason is that any spirit of thanksgiving is necessarily linked to the 
hearing of prayer and the gift of peace. Only they can be truly grate- 
ful whom God has heard and has flooded with his peace. The middle 
benediction is therefore regarded as the gravitational center of these 
final three; its meaning is captured and summed up in the word 
modim (from the root ydh): “We give thanks unto thee, for... .’” The 
commentators like to point out that the word has three principal 
meanings. First and foremost, modim means “to prostrate oneself,” 
“to bow down’ (whence the prescribed bow at the beginning and 
end of this benediction); secondarily it means “to acknowledge,” “to 
confess”; and, finally, it means “‘to be grateful,” “to thank.” Having 
reached the end of its tefillah, the community repeats its gesture of 
adoration, acknowledgement, and thanksgiving, the single/three- 
fold attitude that finds expression in every true prayer. 

With regard to each of the benedictions in particular: 

—The seventeenth benediction asks God to accept the prayers 
that have been offered to him. The key word is rsh which means to 
adopt /accept with love and sympathy. Indeed, how could prayers be 
heard if not by reason of God’s free and unmerited good will? The 
praying community has thus far offered its petitions, but it knows 
that if its prayers are to be heard, it will not be because of its merits 
but by reason of the divine favor: “Accept, O Lord our God, thy 
people Israel and their prayer.” 

From the present moment the community mind turns to the past 
and then back to the future: “Restore the service to the inner sanc- 
tuary of thy house” and “let our eyes behold thy return in mercy to 
Zion.” The prayer for the tefillah being offered here and now stimu- 
lates remembrance of the prayers offered during the sacrifices in the 
temple, as well as prayer asking for the eschatological day when the 
Shekinah will return to Jerusalem. 

The Reformed liturgies have chosen to eliminate the references 
to the temple and the restoration of Zion and to keep only the plea 
that God would accept the prayers raised up to him. But even in 
liturgies that keep the text in its entirety, it is always possible to 
move beyond the literal interpretation to the eschatological. To ask 
God for the “restoration of the temple” and the “return to Zion” is a 
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way of asking him to manifest in the midst of Israel and of human 
beings generally. 

—The eighteenth benediction develops at length the theme of 
thanksgiving, and does so in a summarizing way that brings the tefil- 
lah toward its end. We thank God because he is “the Lord our God” 
(Elohenu) and “the God of our fathers”; because he is “the Rock of 
our lives”; because God is a God who works “miracles,” “wonders,” 
and “benefits”; and, above all, because he is an “‘all-good”’ and “mer- 
ciful” God whose kindness never ceases. All of these motives are 
summed up in the closing formula: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, whose 
Name is all-good and unto whom it is becoming to give thanks.” We 
do not know the Name of God, for his being is an unfathomable 
mystery. One thing, however, we do know: that this Name is ha-tov, 
the supreme Good and the source of all good. For this reason, the sole 
task of human beings is to praise (le-hodot). 

—The nineteenth benediction asks God for the gift of peace and 
is connected with the priestly benediction in Num 6:23-26, which 
ends with this wish: “The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, 
and give you peace.” The congregation picks up these final words 
and answers them with a prayer for peace: “Grant peace, welfare, 
blessing, grace, lovingkindness and mercy unto us and unto all 
Israel.” The key word in this benediction is therefore shalom, which, 
according to the rabbinical commentaries, is the final request of the 
tefillah and its crown and completion. The word occurs four times 
and is explained and enriched by numerous synonyms and by 
some exemplifications: “Grant peace (shalom), welfare (tovah), 
blessing (berakah), grace (hen), lovingkindness (hesed) and mercy 
(rahamim).” It is clear, then, that in the Jewish tradition “peace” has 
a number of meanings and isa sum total of all good things rather than 
a simple absence of war. It is no accident the root of the word means 
“entire,” ‘‘integral,’’*° for peace exists where there is wholeness and 
integrity. 

In addition to deploying a rich set of synonyms, the benediction 
offers two explanations of the reality signified by “peace”; one expla- 
nation relates peace to the vision of God, the other to the gift of the 
Torah: “Bless us... with the light of thy countenance; for by the 
light of thy countenance thou hast given us... the Torah of life 
(Torat hayim).” “To see God” (the biblical image for dialogue with 
him) and to carry out his will, which is manifested in the Torah, are 
the secret and root of the peace that springs up and gives its fruits 
where the Lord is acknowledged as Lord of the covenant and where 
his word is received and obeyed. ’Adonai (Lord), shalom, and Torah 
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form a trio that are inseparable and necessary, since one of them 
cannot exist without the others. 


4. The Birkat ha-minim 


_ One of the nineteen benedictions—the twelfth—merits special 
attention. Of this benediction Rabbi E. Munk writes: “No passage in 
the ritual has been so often misunderstood as this one. In the course 
of history the text has been so often altered and corrected, it is highly 
unlikely that the original tenor of it will be reconstructed with 
certainty.’’*’ 

This benediction is known as the “benediction of heretics” be- 
cause it ends with praise of God who destroys heretics. In our mod- 
ern languages, however, the prayer is likely to be ambiguous, since 
one might think of God blessing the heretics or the heretics blessing 
God. To avoid misunderstandings, it would be better to use a differ- 
ent translation. Jacob J. Petuchowski translates “curse on heretics,” 
while Schalom Ben Chorin prefers “prayer against heretics,’’*® since 
this wording lends itself to a less negative and more qualified assess- 
ment of the situation. 

The basic problems posed by the birkat ha-minim can, by and 
large, be reduced to two, one historical, the other theological. The 
first can be formulated as follows: Who are the minim (heretics) of 
whom the benediction speaks? Are they Jewish Christians, who are 
being excommunicated, or are they “heretics” and wicked people 
generally? The second problem is this: What justification is there for 
introducing curses and anathemas into prayers? Is not such a proce- 
dure a contradiction of faith in God and in his universal love? It is not 
easy to respond to these questions (especially the first), and scholars 
continue to give different answers. 


a) The Rabbinical Source and Its Interpretation 
The earliest text supplying data on the birkat ha-minim is Ber. 
28b-29a in the Babylonian Talmud: 


Our Rabbis taught: Simeon ha-Pakuli arranged the eighteen 
benedictions in order before Rabban Gamaliel in Jabneh. 
Said Rabban Gamaliel to the Sages: Can anyone among you 
frame a benediction to the Minim? Samuel the Lesser arose 
and composed it. The next year he forgot it and he tried for 
two or three hours to recall it, and they did not remove him 
(from the lectern). Why did they not remove him seeing that 
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Rab Judah has said in the name of Rab: If a reader make a 
mistake in any of the other benedictions they do not remove 
him, but if in the benediction of the Minim, he is removed 
because we suspect him of being a Min?—-Samuel the 
Lesser is different, because he composed it. But is there not a 
fear that he may have recanted?—Abaje said: we have a 
tradition that a good man does not become bad. But does he 
not? Is it not written, “But when the righteous turneth away 
from his righteousness and committeth iniquity” (Ez 18:24)? 
Such a man was originally wicked, but one who was origi- 
nally righteous does not do so. But is that so? Have we not 
learned: Believe not in thyself until the day of thy death? 
For Johanan the High Priest officiated as High Priest for 
eighty years and in the end he became a Min.*® 


The passage is not easy to interpret; Maimonides has this to say 
about it: 


In the time of Rabbi Gamaliel apostates were multiplying in 
Israel; they grew insolent and tried to incite Israel to aban- 
don the Eternal One. The Rabbi saw that this situation was 
very dangerous, indeed the most dangerous possible; there- 
fore he and his Beth-Din intervened and composed a new 
berakah which asked God to destroy the apostates. This 
prayer was made part of the ritual in order that all might 
become familiar with it. That is why the prayers in the she- 
moneh-‘esreh number nineteen instead of eighteen.*° 


Maimonides’ interpretation was subsequently repeated and fur- 
ther refined by others, including some modern scholars like J.J. Petu- 
chowski, who writes: 


Here is the development in its broad lines. In the beginning 
there were eighteen benedictions. But when the Jewish 
Christians became a danger (they were suspected of collabo- 
rating with the Romans), people no longer trusted the Jew 
who stood beside them in the synagogue, for he might be a 
Jewish Christian and therefore a “traitor.” A way had to be 
found of barring such individuals from entering the syna- 
gogue, but this was not easy because Jewish Christians 
looked like other Jews and followed the same way of life. An 
execratory formula was then introduced which Jewish 
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Christians would be unable to approve with their “Amen,” 
for they would then be cursing themselves.” 


In this type of interpretation, the birkat ha-minim was composed 
at the Synod of Jamnia (90-100 A.D.) by Samuel the Lesser, on orders 
from Patriarch Gamaliel II. The prayer was directed against Jewish 
Christians and meant to show them to be separated and 
excommunicated. 

C. Thoma offers a more nuanced interpretation. In his view, the 
prayer against heretics was not composed at Jamnia with the Jewish 
Christians in mind; rather, like the other benedictions, it had been in 
existence and use in a more generic and varied form. Instead of being 
created new at Jamnia, it was simply given a set place in the se- 
quence of prayers. Samuel the Lesser’s task was to “actualize” the 
prayer so that it would allude to and, if need be, include Jewish 
Christians. But the latter were neither the original nor the sole ob- 
jects of the prayer, this being formulated against apostates and unbe- 
lievers generally.” 

From this interpretation the author concludes: “No excommun- 
ication of Jewish Christians by all of the rabbis ever took place. Ac- 
cording to the various versions of the blessing against heretics, they 
were not even perceived everywhere as particularly dangerous 
apostates. Neither, therefore, was the separation between Judaism 
and Jewish Christians irrevocable.’ All may not agree with the first 
part of this conclusion,™ but they can and should agree with the 
second: even if the birkat ha-minim came into existence historically 
as an express excommunication of Jewish Christians, it is by no 
means to be regarded as irrevocable. Condemnations and excom- 
munications always originate less in love of the truth than in misun- 
derstanding and fear. Therefore they can always be set aside, and in 
this case are being set aside, as the many courageous pioneers of the 
Jewish-Christian dialogue bear witness. 


b) Variations in the Text 

Many versions and paraphrases of the birkat ha-minim have 
come down to us. The oldest and most deserving of attention is the 
so-called Palestinian recension, a text discovered by Solomon 
Schechter in the Cairo Genizeh at the end of the nineteenth century: 


For the meshummadim (apostates, traitors, or even: bap- 
tized ones?) let there be no hope. Uproot the kingdom of 
wickedness (malkut zadon) speedily in our days. Let the 
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Nazarenes (nosrim) and the minim (heretics, degenerates) 
perish as in a moment. Let them be obliterated from the 
book of life. Let them not be inscribed with the righteous. 
Blessed are you, O Lord, who humbles the arrogant.” 


In addition, there is the Babylonian version, which goes back to 
the third century A.D.: “For the meshummadim let there be no hope. 
Let all heretics (minim) and traitors (nosrim) perish as in a moment. 
Uproot and destroy the kingdom of wickedness speedily in our days. 
Blessed are you, O Lord, who breaks the enemy and humbles the 
arrogant.’’°° 

The two texts are evidently similar. The only difference is the 
absence from the Babylonian version of the reference to Jewish 
Christians (nosrim), who are expressly mentioned in the Palestinian 
version. The reason for the omission is that while Jewish Christians 
were present and important in Jerusalem, they were not in Babylon. 
The formulas used in the synagogues vary from country to country 
and according to the kind of Jewish thinking they represent. For 
example, in the Einheitsgebetbuch Deutschlands (1929), which is a 
product of Liberal Judaism, the text reads as follows: “Grant that the 
erring may return to the path which leads to you; grant that in our 
time violence may disappear from the earth and wicked pride may 
be put to rout. Blessed are you, Eternal One, who sweep away vio- 
lence and humble pride.’’” 

The new edition of the American Reformed ritual, Gates of 
Prayer (New York, 1975), has chosen a more radical solution and 
simply omitted the birkat ha-minim. But in most contemporary rit- 
uals the prayer reads as follows: 


And for slanderers let there be no hope, and let all wicked- 
ness perish as in a moment; let all thine enemies be speedily 
cut off, and the dominion of arrogance do thou uproot and 
crush; cast down and humble speedily in our days. Blessed 
art thou, O Lord, who breakest the enemies and humblest 
the arrogant (Hertz, 143-—45).°° 


c) Intolerance of Evil 

The greater difficulty posed by the birkat ha-minim is theologi- 
cal: How is it possible to ask God: “Let all wickedness perish as in a 
moment; let all thine enemies be speedily cut off; cast down and 
humble speedily in our days”? How is it possible to pray: “Blessed art 
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thou, O Lord, who breakest the enemies”? There is no doubt that 
such expressions are a stumbling block for modern sensibilities and 
make room for dangerous ambiguities. That is why many Reformed 
liturgies prefer to replace them with others that are more general and 
impersonal. But, whatever the validity of substituting abstract terms 
(wickedness) for concrete (the wicked), the basic problem, that of 
interpretation, remains. Only a correct hermeneutic can safeguard 
their tenor and truth while avoiding either reduction or falsification. 
In developing a correct hermeneutic of these execratory texts two 
basic principles must never be forgotten. 

First of all, any and every purely literal interpretation must be 
avoided. Execratory expressions are often to be found in the Bible 
(see, for example, the execratory psalms such as Ps 21 or 89), but, 
whether placed in God’s mouth or requested of him, they are, like all 
images applied to the godhead, anthropomorphic, that is, analogical. 
This means that they are partly “true” and partly “false”; that they 
contain a “truth,” but this truth is not a truth found in the literal 
sense, for no sooner is the latter affirmed than it must be transcended 
and left behind. 

From this first principle it follows that a prayer asking God to 
curse “slanderers,” “the wicked,” “enemies,” and so on does not call 
down his vengeance against them (God does not will the death of 
sinners but that they be converted and live!); rather it expresses his 
and our “anger” against evil and injustice. God is radical love and 
fathomless transparent purity, light undimmed and vital energy 
beyond our comprehending. Because he is such, he cannot but hate 
“evil.” An execratory prayer expresses this irreducible opposition 
between God and every historical form of suffering, injustice, and 
oppression, for these contradict the mystery of his love. It expresses 
the ontological and utterly unbridgeable distance between the holi- 
ness of God and human sin. It is a prayer that the former may 
triumph and the latter dwindle and disappear; that the powers of life 
advance and those of death be silenced. 

The second basic principle is this: that while avoiding a literal 
interpretation, we must not fail back into abstract generalizations. 
No one experiences evil as an abstraction; the evil that oppresses and 
is bloodstained is something concrete and part of everyday life, some- 
thing that takes flesh in history. Moreover, it bears a concrete name. 
“Hebrews” and “Egyptians,” “blacks” and “whites,” “minorities” 
and “controlling groups,” “third world” and “rich countries,” 
“weak” and “strong,” “tortured” and “torturer”: the members of 
these pairs cannot be put on the same level, for if “evil” is universal, 
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it is so because of its agents and not because of its victims. Execratory 
prayers remind us that evil is dramatically concrete; they put us on 
guard against the danger of reducing it to a disembodied concept. 

Is it possible, however, in face of evil (and of the execratory 
prayers that attest to its existence) to maintain this twofold attitude 
of universal love and awareness of concrete evil, the only attitude 
that can keep us from either instrumentalizing evil or emptying it of 
its content? The experience of people who are truly men and women 
of prayer shows that it is indeed possible. In these individuals, intol- 
erance of concrete evil and the struggle against it are always accom- 
panied by a great love that is both real and universal. One proof of 
this is the following prayer of Leo Baeck, the last Chief Rabbi of 
Germany and a witness from 1943 to 1945 of the horrors of the Holo- 
caust in the concentration camp at Theresienstadt: 


Peace be to men of ill will, and let there be an end to all 
vengeance and all desire to punish and chastise. .. . O God, 
keep an account of all the victims and all their love... ofall 
those devastated, tortured hearts that, in spite of every- 
thing, remained courageous in the face of death. .. . All this, 
my God, should bea ransom in your sight for the forgiveness 
of sins, so that justice may be born anew as you take account 
of all this good and not the evil.°® 


IV. THE THIRD STRUCTURAL UNIT: THE Qeri’AT TORAH 


In addition to the shema‘ and the tefillah, the Jewish liturgy has a 
third key part: the geri’at Torah or “reading of the Torah; which 
takes place in the synagogue on Mondays, Thursdays, and Saturdays 
and on festal and semifestal days. Among the several commands 
contained in the shema‘ one is especially important: “And thou shalt 
teach them (the words of the Torah) diligently unto thy children, and 
shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou 
walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest 
up” (Deut 6:7). The purpose of the biblical command is to inculcate 
love for God’s word in every generation; the purpose of the geri’at 
Torah in the synagogue, on set days and according to specified proce- 
dures, is to satisfy the command, for through the geri’at Torah the 
Jewish people are nourished by the word of God that is read and 
commented on. 
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a) The Tree of Life 

Judaism is unintelligible apart from the Torah, which is its soul 
and substance, its secret and fascination. In.the Jewish tradition, the 
centrality of the Torah finds expression less in rational argument 
than in language of images. One of the most beautiful of these is “the 
tree of life.” According to a midrash,® when Adam and Eve left the 
earthly paradise, God gave them the Torah in place of the tree of life. 
The Torah thus becomes the new Eden, not only because it shows 
the existence of a new Eden to be possible but also because it sets 
down the conditions whereby the new Eden becomes a reality and 
whereby human beings may enter it. The Torah is es ha-hayim, “‘the 
tree of life,” because it contains it and shows the way to it, expresses 
it and makes it a reality. 

A second image showing the central place of the Torah is that of 
a foundation. In the Pirke Aboth, a tractate of the Mishnah containing 
the most important maxims of the teachers of Judaism, we read the 
following: “Simeon the Just was [one] of the survivors of the Great 
Synagogue. He used to say:—Upon three things the world standeth; 
upon Torah, upon Worship and upon the showing of kindness.” 
There is really only one foundation and not three, namely, the word 
of God in its three inseparable expressions: Torah (the revealed 
word), worship (the word reactualized and given ritual form), and 
the actions of love (the word as lived out, inspiring human lives). 

These images are important also by reason of their universality; 
that is, they refer not only to Israel but also to ’adam, that is, every 
human being, the entire world. The word of God is the foundation 
not only of Israel but of all peoples and the whole of reality. 


b) The Qeri’at Torah Three Times Weekly 

Because of its importance, the Torah is read and commented on 
in the synagogue several times each week. The practice is a very 
ancient one, and the Talmudic tradition assigns its origin to Moses 
himself. When the Talmudic teachers comment on Ex 15:23-25 
(“They [the Israelites] went into the wilderness... and found no 
water.... And the people murmured against Moses, saying ‘What 
shall we drink?’ ”), they take “water” as a synonym for the Torah: 
“When Israel had wandered in the wilderness for three days without 
the Torah, it began to complain. Therefore prophets arose and or- 
dained that the Torah be read on the sabbath, Monday, and Thurs- 
day, so that the people might never be deprived of the reading of the 
Torah for three days ina row.” Whatever the historical value of this 
midrash, its theological and spiritual meaning is clear: just as human 
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beings suffer and are in danger of death if deprived of water for three 
days, so Israel will forget the meaning of life if for three days running 
it is not fed by the Torah, which, like water, slakes thirst and brings 
about growth. 

The three images which I have mentioned are enough to show 
how unfounded is the prejudice of those who identify the Torah with 
legalism and formalism. According to some authors, the root of the 
word “Torah” is yrh, which can mean, among other things, “to make 
fruitful,” “to generate.’’® The Torah is the “seed” that begets human 
beings and brings them to maturity, to the adult state. Torah, there- 
fore, might best be translated as “wisdom” or “life” rather than 
‘“law’’—that is, by two words which were among the main descrip- 
tions applied to Jesus by the early Church (see 1 Cor 1:24; Jn 6:35). 
Despite the polemical overtones which came after the New Testa- 
ment texts and were read back into the latter at the redactional stage, 
Christianity did not originally challenge the value of the Torah, 
which it understood according to its true intention, but rather loved 
it to the point of seeing it personified in Jesus. 

Because the Torah is wisdom and life, it is also the focal point of 
the entire synagogal worship: “The synagogue service is based on the 
reading of the Torah. The parts of the liturgy that precede and follow 
this reading are as it were the jewel case whose function is to make 
the diamond shine more brightly.’ In other words, the reading of 
the Torah is the most crucial and important of the three structural 
units making up the Jewish liturgy, not only because the shema‘ and 
the tefillah are collections of passages from the Torah but also and 
above all because both of these attained to their fullness in the soil of 
the Torah. In the measure that the Torah is studied and unveiled, the 
believing community learns to obey its Lord, loving him “with all its 
heart, with all its soul, and with all its might” (the shema‘), and to 
live in trusting abandonment to his will, praying to him and invoking 
his help in its needs (the tefillah). If the Torah is a tree, then the 
shema‘ and the tefillah are its ripest fruits; they are supported and fed. 
by the tree, but they also express its riches and fruitfulness. 


c) Torah, Targum, and Midrash 

The Torah needs to be studied and investigated rather than sim- 
ply read or listened to, for it reveals its meaning only slowly and 
through patient effort in personal and communal application. The 
Torah is not to be viewed as a “magical word” that descends from on 
high, but as a seed that must be cultivated and made to bear fruit: 
“The commandment [the Torah] which I command you this day is 
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not too hard for you, neither is it far off. It is not in heaven . . . neither 
is it beyond the sea. ... But the word is very near you; it is in your 
mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it” (Deut 30:11-14). 

The rabbinical tradition inquired carefully into the meaning of 
these words; two main interpretations prevailed, one accentuating 
the magical and sacral approach, the other the effort of communal 
hermeneutic. In the first interpretation, the statement that the word 
“Is not in heaven” was understood to mean that the Torah is “near to 
us” in the sense of being immediately intelligible without the need of 
any study and investigation. In the second interpretation, to say that 
the Torah is “near to us” means that its understanding requires an 
effort of the community and a dedication to study. Of these two 
interpretations the second is to be accepted, as is clear from the 
following midrash which tells of a great controversy between Rabbi 
Eliezer ben Orkanos and Rabbi Yermeya regarding the passage from 
Deuteronomy we have been discussing. 


That day, Rabbi Eliezer gave all possible and imaginable 
answers [to explain the words: It is not in heaven], but the 
Masters did not accept them. He said to them: “Let this 
carob tree decide whether the law is as I have interpreted 
it.” The carob tree moved a distance of a hundred ells or, 
according to some, four hundred. But they replied: “You 
cannot prove your point with a carob tree.” He then said to 
them: “Let this stream of water decide whether the law is as 
I interpret it.” The water began to run backwards. They 
said: “You cannot prove your point with a stream of water.” 
He persevered and said: “Let the walls of this school decide 
whether the law is as I interpret it.” The walls tilted and 
were on the point of falling. Rabbi Jeoshua reproached 
them, saying: “What business is it of yours when scholars 
argue about the law?” Out of respect for Rabbi Jeoshua the 
walls did not fall, but out of respect for Rabbi Eliezer neither 
did they straighten up but remained tilted. 

Rabbi Eliezer persevered and said to them: “Let the 
heavens decide whether the law is as I interpret it.” A di- 
vine voice came from heaven and said: “What is it that all of 
you have against Rabbi Eliezer? In every question, the hala- 
kah represents my opinion!” Rabbi Jeoshua stood up and 
said: “ ‘It is not in heaven’ (Deut 30:12). What does this 
mean?” Rabbi Yermeya said: “We cannot set store on a di- 
vine voice, for You have written in the Torah: Follow the 
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majority (Ex 23:2).” Rabbi Natan then sought out the 
prophet Elijah and asked him: What did God do at that mo- 
ment (that is, when the Masters answered: We pay no atten- 
tion to a voice from heaven)? Elijah answered: “He smiled 
and said: ‘My sons have vanquished me, my sons have van- 
quished me.’ ”® 


The meaning of the midrash is clear. Rabbi Eliezer defends his 
interpretation by recourse to supernatural proofs, but the Masters 
are not convinced by these and reject them as unacceptable. In their 
view an interpretation of the Torah is true when it is conveyed by 
reasonable arguments and does not depend on supernatural inter- 
ventions. And when Rabbi Eliezer stands firm and refers his case to 
God himself, who then takes his side, Rabbi Yermeya, a representa- 
tive of the tradition, opposes even the Eternal One, who allows the 
challenge and admits he was mistaken. 

The purpose of the midrash, then, is to teach that interpretation 
of the Torah is not the privilege of a few ‘‘magicians” or “wizards,” 
but is the right of all who study and love it, in keeping with a maxim 
in the Pirke Aboth that says: “To whom does the Torah belong? To 
him who studies it more.” The midrash also teaches that the only 
authority which can guarantee the interpretation of the Torah is that 
of rational argument and communal consensus (‘‘follow the major- 
ity’). The story serves as a great caution against all forms of interpre- 
tation that are exaggeratedly fundamentalist (the interpretation is 
ensured by the “letter”) or sacral (the true interpretation is provided 
solely by the “hierarchy’’). 

Precisely because the Torah belongs to those who “study it 
more,” the Jewish tradition has always made it the subject of in- 
quiry, investigation, and examination. The Talmud, an encyclopedic 
work of the fourth and fifth centuries A.D., is the most extensive 
witness to this activity of interpretation (haggadah) and actualization 
(halakah) which occupied Judaism for almost a thousand years. The 
word “Talmud” is, in fact, short for “Talmud Torah,” meaning 
“study /teaching of the Torah.” 

This vast study of the Torah made use especially of two privi- 
leged instruments: the targum and the midrash. 

“Targum” (from the root irgm = translate, explain) means 
“translation,” “explanation,” “interpretation”; the reference is to 
the translation of the books of the Bible from Hebrew into Aramaic. 
After the return from the Babylonian exile, classical Hebrew was 
gradually replaced by Aramaic; as a result, the biblical text needed 
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to be translated if it was to be understood by all. The reading of the 
Torah and its translation into Aramaic went on simultaneously, 
verse by verse, through the agency of an official reader (qore’} and a 
translator (meturgheman). According to a tenth-century source that 
probably reports a pre-Christian practice, a targum proceeded as 
follows: 


The one called to the Torah reads and another translates, 
verse by verse... and a third person stands between the 
reader and the translator... to help the reader and the 
translator, and to prompt them before they read or trans- 
late... . If there is one who does not know how to read well, 
or is shy, then the third one helps him. But if he doesn’t 
know at all how to read, he may not be called to read or to 
translate. ... And if the reader erred, the translator may not 
correct him. Similarly if the translator erred, the reader 
may not correct him. Only the third one may correct the 
reading or the translating.°’ 


The introduction of the targum into the synagogal liturgy was 
not unattended by difficulties: there were those who thought Ara- 
maic incapable of expressing the beauty of the Hebrew (see b. Sot. 
33a); others considered it to be equal in dignity to Hebrew (see b. 
Sanh. 21b). The solution adopted was a kind of translation that was 
neither too literal nor too free (‘They who translate a verse in its 
literal form are falsifiers, and they who add anything are blas- 
phemers’’: Meg. 4, 41). In any case, the targumic literature attests to 
something very important, namely, that in Judaism the Torah must 
be understood and interpreted by all. 

The targums (later written down at periods not easily datable, 
including some that may have been pre-Christian) represent the first 
level of commentary and interpretation of the Torah. They contain a 
variety of materials, both haggadic and halakic, that not only help in 
understanding difficult and controverted passages of the scriptures 
but also draw on other sources: the Mishnah and the midrashim. 

The principal tool for the study of the Torah was, however, the 
midrash, which was the method of exegesis used by the Scribes (400 
B.C. to 10 A.D.), the Tannaim (to 220 A.D.), and the Amoraim (ca. 500 
A.D. to the end of the Gaonate, 1040 A.D.). The word midrash is 
derived from the root drsh, “to investigate,” “to inquire.” The pur- 
pose of the inquiry is to find the hidden meaning of the passages of 
the Torah by showing their deeper, present intentionality that floods 
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personal and communal events with its light. The midrash owes its 
existence not to rational questioning (how did the biblical text take 
shape?) but to existential pressures (how does the biblical text help 
us to live and survive?). 

Looked atin this light, midrash is a method of exegesis that may 
be called “spiritual,” to distinguish it from the modern historico- 
critical method practiced in academic circles, especially in the West. 
For example, in dealing with the great problem of suffering, one 
teacher had this to say: “It is written: ‘He gives food (teref) to those 
who fear him: he is mindful of his covenant’ (Ps 111:5). Rabbi Jeoshua 
ben Levi said: ‘In this world he has given lacerations (teruf) to those 
who fear him, but in the next world he will be for ever mindful of his 
covenant’ ” (Bereshit Rabba 40, 2). The darshan (exegete) changes 
the vowels and turns teref, “food,” into teruf, “lacerations.” He thus 
gives the verse a new meaning that enables him to supply a convinc- 
ing explanation of human suffering: The just may suffer in this world 
and be as it were “lacerated,”’ but God does not forget them; he is 
mindful of his covenant. The tragedy of suffering and injustice is 
thus stripped of its inevitability, its sense of unavoidable necessity, 
and placed in an interpretive context that opens the way to a possible 
renewal of its meaning and a probable surmounting of it. 

Another example: commenting on the verse “The writing of God 
was engraved on the tablets,” the exegete says: “The reading should 
not be harut (engraved) but herut (freedom), for the ‘writing of God,’ 
that is, the Torah, bestows true freedom on human beings.’ The 
exegete does two things with the word harut: first, he removes it 
from its immediate context; then he substitutes e for a, thus obtain- 
ing a new word, herut, which means freedom. Why the change? In 
order to teach and show that God’s word is the source and guarantee 
of freedom. 

But what justification is there for such interpretations? -What 
keeps them from being arbitrary and even bizarre? There can only 
be one answer: the justification comes not from correct rational ar- 
gument but only from mature spiritual experience. Because the dar- 
shan is in constant contact, day and night, with the Torah, he dis- 
covers its life-giving and liberating thrust; this enriches and 
transforms him and enables him in turn to change teref into teruf and 
harut into herut, thereby opening new horizons and creating new 
meanings. 

Since the darshan’s purpose is to provide motives for life and 
hope, his language is deliberately figurative, imaginative, and para- 
doxical; his comments consist of stories, parables, plays on words, 
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anecdotes, and proverbs, all of which attract the masses and hold 
their attention. To ensure success in this area he even makes ex- 
travagant, absurd, or foolish claims. The story is told of Rabbi Jehuda 
Hannasi, compiler of the Mishnah, that in order to waken an au- 
dience that was falling asleep, he suddenly said: “It happened once 
in Egypt that a woman gave birth on a single occasion to 600,000 
children.” Once they were awake and interested, the audience 
heard the rabbi continue: “The woman was Jochebed, mother of 
Moses, whose greatness was equal to that of 600,000 human 
beings.’’®° 


d) The Reading of Scripture in the Synagogue 

The Torah was not read according to the divisions of it that are 
now followed (chapters and verses) but according to a different sys- 
tem in which the text was divided into a series of passages called 
parashot (plural of parashah), which means “parts,” “sections” (ety- 
mologically: “quantities,” ““masses’’). In Palestinian usage there were 
153 passages, and the cycle covered three years; in Babylonian usage 
(which finally won out) there were 54 passages and the cycle ran for 
a year, the passages being read once a week (the mornings of Mon- 
day, Thursday, and the Sabbath; feasts days; semifestal days and 
days of fasting). The parashot (which the Ashkenazi Jews call sidrah 
from seder, “order’’) derive their individual names from the opening 
word, or one of the opening words, of the section. Thus the parashah 
Noah begins with the words “These are the generations of Noah” 
(Gen 6:9) and continues to the end of Gen 11. 

The first parashah, known as bereshii, begins on simhat Torah 
(“joy of the Torah”), which is celebrated on the twenty-third of 
Tishri (September-October), at the end of the feast of sukkot (taber- 
nacles). The last parashah, known as we-zot ha-berakah, is read dur- 
ing the same festal period a year later, so that beginning and end 
coincide, as in a circle. Many commentators like to see in this fact a 
symbol of the Torah itself, which is not a burden to be carried but a 
royal crown to be worn as an ornament. 

In the morning services on the sabbath, feast days, and the ninth 
of Av (July-August), and in the afternoon services of feast days and 
some days of fasting, the reading of a section of the Torah is followed 
by the reading of a second passage, this one from the prophets. The 
latter is known as a haftarah. The term is not easily explained. It is 
currently interpreted either as “conclusion” or “opening” (ptr = to 
open), the sense being that those taking part in the synagogue service 
are obliged to remain silent during the reading of the Torah and the 
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Prophets, but are released from this obligation after the haftarah. 
According to another explanation, the reading from the prophets 
was called haftarah because it supposedly replaced the reading of the 
parashah, which Antiochus Epiphanes (168-164 B.C.) has prohib- 
ited; Jews were thereby exempted (another possible meaning of ptr) 
from the obligation of reciting it. 

The haftarah for a given day was not chosen at random but in 
relation to the parashah, with which it was linked by a phrase or a 
word or one or several common themes. For example, when the 
parashah Noah was to be read (Gen 6-11) the passage chosen as the 
haftarah was Is 54, because it speaks of Noah in v. 9: “For this is like 
the days of Noah to me: as I swore that the waters of Noah should no 
more go over the earth, so I have sworn that I will not be angry with 
you and will not rebuke you.” The choice of parashot and haftarot, as 
far as length and the criteria for linking them were concerned, dif- 
fered from region to region and synagogue to synagogue. Only later 
on were the readings standardized and an almost universal liturgical 
practice imposed. 

The parashah from the Torah and the haftarah from the proph- 
ets were followed by a third important element, the derashah or 
homiletic commentary intended to actualize the two biblical pas- 
sages by explaining them and adapting them to the needs of the 
community. The derashah normally followed a set pattern: the 
homilist tried to connect the parashah (the first verses of which he 
cited by way of introduction) and the haftarah by means of biblical 
verses from the Writings and the Psalms. These verses were called 
petihtot (from the root pth, “to open”), because with their aid he 
“opened,” that is, showed, the meaning of the passages heard. In this 
way, the homilist effected, in a concrete manner, the union of Torah, 
Prophets, and Writings (the three collections making up the Hebrew 
Bible) by using the whole of scripture. 

C. Perrot, author of a well-known study on the reading of scrip- 
ture in the ancient synagogues, writes: “The seder [that is, the para- 
shah], the haftarah, and the homily, in which the petihtot are used, 
are the three pillars of the scriptural liturgy. The elements are 
closely interrelated to form an organic unity that gives a distinctive 
character to each sabbath and an original aspect to the entire cy- 
cle.”?””? No citation could better bring out the importance of the syna- 
gogal reading of the Bible and its fruitfulness for the Jewish tradition 
and the Jewish liturgy, to which the Christian liturgy has remained 
closely linked, especially in the first part of the Mass. 
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e) Historical Problems 

The practice of reading the Torah in public is certainly ancient 
and of pre-Christian origin. On the other hand, the sources do not 
enable us accurately to date that origin or the subsequent develop- 
ments; as a result, the views of scholars vary greatly. The historical 
data of which we are sure are these: 

a) Deut 31:10-13: “Moses commanded them, ‘At the end of 
every seven years, at the set time of the year of release, at the feast of 
booths, when all Israel comes to appear before the Lord your God at 
the place which he will choose, you shall read this law before all 
Israel in their hearing. Assemble the people... that they may 
hear....’’’ This passage may be regarded as the earliest reference to 
a public reading of the Torah; it was to take place every seven years, 
at the feast of booths. Nothing is said, however, of the passages cho- 
sen or of the manner in which they were to be read. 

b) Neh 8:1-8: “And when the seventh month had come... Ezra 
the priest... read from it [the Torah] facing the square. ... They 
[Ezra and the Levites}] read from the book, from the law of God, 
clearly; and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the 
reading.” Ezra, “a scribe skilled in the law of Moses” (Ezra 7:6) and, 
with Nehemiah, a major figure in the political and religious restora- 
tion of Israel after the Babylonian exile, decreed an historic public 
assembly on the feast of booths (perhaps in 444 B.C.), at which he 
read the law, translated it (“gave the sense”), and explained it to the 
people. Many authors see in these verses the origin of the targum and 
midrash.”* Even apart from the precise meaning of the verses, many 
hold that, in all likelihood, the practice of reading the Torah at the 
principal Jewish feasts became common from Ezra’s time on. 

c) Lk 4:16-19 and Acts 13:15: Since I have already cited and 
analyzed the passage in Luke,” it will be enough here to cite the 
passage from Acts: “After the reading of the law and the prophets, 
the rulers of the synagogue sent to them [Paul and his companions], 
saying, ‘Brethren, if you have any word of exhortation for the people, 
say it. ”?” This passage makes it certain that in the first century of the 
Christian era the practice of having parashah, haftarah, and dera- 
shah was widespread in the synagogues. Paul’s address (Acts 13:16- 
41) is the oldest datable example of a homily in the synagogue; it is a 
tissue of citations from the psalter (Ps 2:7; 66:10) and the prophets (Is 
55:3; Hab 1:5). Unfortunately, we do not know the precise parashah 
and haftarah for which Paul composed his derashah; nor, contrary to 
what some maintain,” is this passage in Acts enough to prove that in 
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the time of Jesus and Paul, a fixed and standard cycle of synagogue 
readings was already in existence. 

d) Mishnah, Meg. 3, 4-6: this and other passages attest the regu- 
lar reading of the Torah on Monday, Thursday, and the sabbath, on 
feast days, including Hanukkah and Purim, and on days of fasting. It 
seems, however, that the length of the passages was not set but left to 
the discretion of the authorities in the various synagogues. The 
Mishnah (Meg. 4, 1-2) also attests to the existence of the haftarah. 

e) Babylonian Talmud, Meg. 29b: “The Jews of the West [Pales- 
tine] read the Torah in the course of three years.” This passage al- 
ludes to a three-year cycle of readings consisting of 153, 155, or 167 
sedarim (pericopes or sections). Since, however, the Talmud refers to 
the cycle, while the Mishnah does not (though the latter is full of 
careful and detailed information), it may be thought that practice 
referred to was of recent origin (third century of the Christian era).”* 

f) Babylonian Talmud, Meg. 31b: “Rabbi Simon ben Eleazar 
says: ‘Ezra ordered Israel to read the curses in Leviticus (26:15-31) 
before the feast of shavu‘ot and the curses in Deuteronomy (27:16- 
26; 28:15-68) before rosh ha-shanah.’’’ According to this testimony 
of Rabbi Simon ben Eleazar, who was a contemporary of Judah ha- 
Nasi, not only was an annual cycle of 54 passages observed in Israel 
but the practice went back to Ezra himself. 

The scanty information available to us attests to an ancient cus- 
tom of reading and commenting on passages of the Torah and the 
prophets on particular feasts and specified days. It also attests to the 
probable existence of two cycles, one annual, the other triennial, the 
development and real origin of which, however, remain undeter- 
mined. But even though so many questions remain” and the views of 
scholars are so many and divergent, especially regarding the use of a 
continuous reading of the Torah and of the cycles connected with 
the reading,” one thing is certain: the Qeri’at Torah occupies a cen- 
tral place in the synagogue; here the Bible is read, translated, and 
commented on, as the two passages from the New Testament clearly 
show (Lk 4:16-19; Acts 13:15ff.). Furthermore, though the origin of 
the practice is difficult to date, it certainly goes back many centuries 
before the Christian era. 


f) The Benedictions for the Torah 

The Qeri’at Torah is preceded and concluded by two special 
benedictions. The first reads: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King 
of the universe, who hast chosen us from all peoples, and hast given 
us thy Torah. Blessed art thou, O Lord, Giver of the Torah” (487). The 
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second: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
hast given us the Law of truth, and hast planted everlasting life in our 
midst. Blessed art thou, O Lord, Giver of the Torah” (487). 

In these two blessings believing Jews proclaim God as noten ha- 
Torah, “giving/bestowing the Torah.” The present participle (noten 
ha-Torah) brings out the continuity of God’s speaking and revealing 
activity, which takes place neither in the past nor in the future but 
here and now. When Jews take part in the reading in the synagogue, 
it is as though they set aside all temporal distance and were present 
at the making of the covenant on Sinai, where God gave the Torah 
to Moses. 

In addition to stating the divine origin of the Torah, the two 
benedictions describe the quality and purpose of its contents. The 
content is described as Torat ’emet (the Torah of truth), and its pur- 
pose is to give hayye ‘olam (everlasting life). In the Bible, “truth” is 
predicated not so much of ideas (true or false) as of persons or objects 
(solid or not). The root of ’emet is ’mn, which means ‘‘to be strong / 
steady,” whether in a passive sense (to be set on one’s feet) or an 
active (to support something or someone). A few passages from the 
Bible shed light on the meaning. 2 Kgs 18:16 speaks of the columns of 
the tempie as ’Gmenot (structures that support) and 2 Sam 4:4 uses for 
“nurse” the word ‘omen, which means, literally, “one who holds in 
her arms and is able to ensure maternal care.” When the Torah is 
described as ’emet, its existential value is being asserted: the Torah, 
like the columns of the temple, supports life; like the hands of a 
nurse, it gives and enriches life. 

Torat ’emet, the word of God, is given to human beings so that 
they may have hayye ‘olam, everlasting life. In later Christian tradi- 
tion, few expressions have been so misunderstood and misinter- 
preted as hayye ‘olam. In the Bible, the word ‘olam (eternity) is not 
opposed to historical time but is rather its content and fulfillment. 
“Everlasting life” is therefore not life that comes after death but life 
that rises above the sheer factuality of external, chronological time 
and reveals all the beauty and meaning of our earthly life. As some 
authors meaningfully observe, the root of ‘olam is ‘Im, “to hide,” so 
that ‘olam means, properly speaking, “hidden time,” “concealed 
time.” “Everlasting” life is life grasped in the “hidden” intentional- 
ity that underlies it, as distinct from life seen as purely material and 
extended in time. “Everlasting” life is life filled with meaning that is 
objective as well as subjective, as distinct from life experienced 
as empty. 

Everlasting life is complete life as opposed to incomplete (as a 
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work or picture is said to be complete or incomplete); life that is 
fulfilled as opposed to scattered and fragmented life; life that is fruit- 
ful as opposed to life that is barren and arid. It is this everlasting life 
which, according to the benediction, God has “planted in our midst.” 

The image of “planting” shows that “everlasting life” (or, to use 
a parallel expression, the “earthly paradise”) is a real possibility for 
human beings, one that depends on their freedom and personal re- 
sponsibility. Just as a tree does not in fact bear fruit unless human 
beings tend it and work on it, neither does life become “everlasting” 
without human commitment and collaboration. The role of the 
Torah is not only to show the possibility of everlasting life but also to 
point out the conditions for attaining to it. Coming into existence, as 
it does, between the deliverance from Egypt and the entry into the 
promised land, the Torah shows the way that leads human beings 
out of the wilderness and into “a good and broad land, a land flowing 
with milk and honey” (Ex 3:8). 

A final point to be noted in the benedictions is the theme of 
election: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God... who hast chosen us 
from all peoples.” Few ideas have been, and are, as open as this to 
mischievous and sometimes even dangerous interpretations. The 
benediction in fact gives the meaning and extent of the election: 
“Thou hast chosen us from all peoples and hast given us thy Torah.” 
God chose Israel as depositary of the Torah; his purpose therefore is 
not that Israel should dominate over others but that it should bear 
fruit; nor did he choose it in an exclusive sense (Israel alone, and not 
others) but in an inclusive sense (Israel also is chosen, like all others). 
Thus understood, Israel’s election is not so much a distinctive privi- 
lege as it is the radical self-consciousness proper to human beings, for 
human beings are not neutral ground, foreign to the divine, but 
rather the native place of the divine; over them sounds the voice of 
God who challenges them and calls them to a relationship of cove- 
nant. Human existence develops its full being and beauty only when 
it is lived in accord with the logic of the covenant and with the divine 
intentionality that dynamizes it. 

The reading from the prophets (the haftarah) is likewise pre- 
ceded and followed by benedictions. One of these, the last of the four 
recited after the haftarah, says: 


For the Torah, for the divine service, for the prophets, and 
for this Sabbath day, which thou, O Lord our God, hast 
given us for holiness and for rest, for honour and for glory— 
for all these we thank and bless thee, O Lord our God; 
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blessed be thy Name by the mouth of every living being 
continually and for ever. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hal- 
lowest the Sabbath (497-99). 


The Qeri’at Torah ends with this fine prayer said by the congre- 
gation as the scroll of the Torah is replaced in the ark: “I have given 
you a perfect doctrine;.do not abandon my Torah. It is a tree of life to 
them that grasp it, and of them that uphold it every one is rendered 
happy. Its ways are ways of pleasantness, and all its paths are peace” 
(see 493-95). This song, which is made up of expressions from the 
Book of Proverbs (3:17; 3:18; 4:2), sums up very well the theological 
and anthropological meaning of the Torah in Judaism: it is the “tree 
of life” (es hayim) that shows the possibility and reality of Eden. 


g) Example of a Midrashic Homily 

Jews read and listen to the Torah not out of intellectual curiosity 
but for existential reasons. Like “a light to our path” (Ps 119:105), it 
discloses the meaning of events by providing keys for reading them, 
as well as alternative interpretations. The Torah and everyday life 
are not two unrelated poles; on the contrary, each is to be understood 
in function of the other: the first interprets the second, and the sec- 
ond embodies the first. Apart from the Torah life becomes as dark as 
night and as arid as the wilderness; separated from life, the Torah 
becomes a soul without a body, an idea without a referent. 

It is the task of the derashah, or midrashic homily, to keep the 
two poles united while preventing both their separation and their 
identification. I shall offer an example of such a homily from the 
Pesikta of Rab Kahana, a compilation of commentaries or discourses 
on some passages of the Bible that were read during the synagogue 
service on particular occasions.” The compilation, which is attrib- 
uted to Rabbi Kahana (fifth century of the Christian era), cites numer- 
ous homiletic texts produced over a period of about 500 years, from 
the School of Hillel and Shammai (about a century before the Chris- 
tian era) to about the fourth century of the Christian era. The first 
chapter (Piska 1) of the collection reproduces some homilies for the 
feast of Hanukkah, at which a section of the Book of Numbers was 
read that began with the words: “On the day when Moses had fin- 
ished setting up the tabernacle, and had anointed and consecrated it 
with all its furnishings . . .” (Num 7:1). The passage goes on to tell of 
the offering of the wagons and oxen which the leaders of the tribes of 
Israel presented to Moses after the building and consecration of the 
tabernacle. 
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Why was this passage read on the feast of Hanukkah, and how 
was it interpreted? To answer these questions I shall conduct the 
reader through a few pages of Piska 1.”° 

The darshan (homilist) begins his commentary by citing a verse 
from the Song of Solomon: “I have come [back] into My garden, My 
sister, My bride” (5:1). In the homilist’s view, the meaning of Num 
7:1 is revealed by the meaning of Song 5:1. But what connection can 
there be between two texts that seem so different in content and 
context? 

The darshan will answer this question only at the end of his 
homily, after having roused the curiosity of his audience and having 
kept them alert, attentive, and expectant from the beginning of the 
conversation to its end. 


“I am come [back] into My garden, My sister, My bride” 
(Song 5:1). R. Azariah, citing R. Judah bar R. Simon, told the 
parable of a king who became so angry at his wife that he 
deposed her and cast her out of his palace. After a time 
when he was willing to bring her back and restore her to her 
place, she said: Let him first renew for my sake his former 
practice [of accepting from my hand whatever I offered 
him], then let him bring me back and restore me to my 
place. Thus in the past [when the Holy One had withdrawn 
far from men into heaven], yet from above He would still 
accept their offerings, as it is said of Noah’s offering “‘[From 
above] the Lord smelled the sweet odor” (Gen 8:21). Now, 
however, He will renew His ancient practice of accepting 
their offerings while close to them here on the earth below: 
“Iam come [below] into My garden, My sister, My bride.” 
Thus incidentally, according to R. Hanina, Torah teaches 
one good manners, as that a groom is not to enter the bridal 
bower until his bride gives him leave: “Let my Beloved 
come into His garden” (Song 4:16), and only after that “I am 
come into My garden” (Song 5:1). 

[With regard to God’s presence on earth at the begin- 
ning of time], R. Tanhum, the son-in-law of R. Eleazar ben 
Abina, citing R. Simeon ben Yosne, noted that the Song does 
not say “I am come into a garden” but “I am come into My 
garden.” [For ganni, “My garden’’], read ginnuni, “My 
bride’s bower,” My and man’s dwelling place where at the 
beginning of time the Divine Root was implanted—yes, orig- 
inally the root of the Presence was fixed in the regions of the 
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earth below. The verse “They used to hear the voice of the 
Lord God as [Adam] would walk in the garden” (Gen 3:8)” 
proves God's presence on earth at the beginning of time, for, 
as R. Abba bar Kahana noted: The text does not really say 
“would walk in” but “walked away from” fand refers not to 
Adam] but to God, who, [after Adam had sinned, was an- 
gered] yet in reluctance walked away from [him towards 
heaven]. Thereupon “Adam and his wife were all but hid” 
(ibid.) because, as R. Aibu explained, in that instant Adam 
was deposed from his high place and his stature was dimin- 
ished to no more than a hundred cubits (komah). 

[As to who brings about God’s return to the earth], R. 
Isaac said: It is written “The righteous shall inherit the 
earth, and dwell thereon in eternity” (Ps 37:29). And where 
will the wicked dwell? Are they to fly about in the air? The 
concern of the verse, however, is not the dwelling place of 
the righteous or the wicked: by “shall... dwell thereon in 
eternity” is meant that the righteous bring it about that the 
Eternal shall dwell on the earth. 

At the beginning of time, accordingly, the root of the 
Presence was fixed in the regions of the earth below. After 
Adam sinned, the Presence withdrew to the first heaven. 
The generation of Enosh arose: they sinned; the Presence 
withdrew from the first heaven to the second. The genera- 
tion of the flood arose: they sinned; the Presence withdrew 
from the second heaven to the third. The generation of the 
dispersion of the races of man arose: they sinned; the Pres- 
ence withdrew from the third heaven to the fourth. The 
Egyptians in the days of our father Abraham arose: they 
sinned; the Presence withdrew from the fourth heaven to 
the fifth. The Sodomites arose: they sinned; the Presence 
withdrew from the fifth heaven to the sixth. The Egyptians 
in the days of Moses arose: from the sixth heaven to the 
seventh. 

Over against these wicked men, seven righteous men 
arose and brought it about that the Presence came back to 
the earth. Our Father Abraham arose: the merit he earned 
brought it about that the Presence came back from the sev- 
enth heaven to the sixth. Isaac arose: the merit he earned 
brought it about that the Presence came back from the sixth 
heaven to the fifth. Jacob arose: the merit he earned brought 
it about that the Presence came back from the fifth heaven 
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to the fourth. Levi arose: the merit he earned brought it 
about that the Presence came back from the fourth heaven 
to the third. Kohath arose: the merit he earned brought it 
about that the Presence came back from the third heaven to 
the second. Amram arose: the merit he earned brought it 
about that the Presence came back from the second heaven 
to the first. Moses arose: the merit he earned brought it 
about that the Presence came back to the earth. Hence [the 
reference to Moses] in the verse “It was on Israel’s bridal 
(klt) day that Moses brought to a conclusion (kIwt) {the com- 
ing back to earth that God had begun in the days of Abra- 
ham] (Num 7:1). 


I shall offer a few remarks that will help understand the content 
of this derashah, as well as passages that at first reading may remain 
obscure or disjointed. 

a) The aim of the darshan is to explain the meaning of the feast 
of Hanukkah in the light of the passage from Numbers that is read on 
this occasion. He focuses his attention on a single verse of the read- 
ing: “On the day when Moses had finished (kallot) setting up the 
tabernacle” (Num 7:1). In these words the darshan sees hidden the 
deeper meaning of the event being celebrated. His task is to reveal 
this meaning by passing from the literal meaning of the verse to a 
more comprehensive and spiritual meaning. The shift is effected by 
means of special techniques which the synagogue audience knew 
about and appreciated. One of the most used of these techniques was 
to connect kallat (bridal feast) with kallot (bring to completion, fin- 
ish) and to interpret the second in light of the first. 

The procedure is neither bizarre nor based on chance, but is a 
complex, intuitive, and original operation. Thanks to his special 
knowledge of the Torah, which he has continually read, studied, 
examined closely, and investigated, the homilist glimpses a new 
aspect of the feast of Hanukkah. Like a poet or an artist, he breaks 
through the veil of appearances and grasps the luminous essence of 
things. It is this kind of sensibility (and not caprice) that is the basis 
for the homilist’s hermeneutical activity and enables him to connect 
two seemingly unrelated words.°®° 

b) The darshan begins with a verse from the Song of Solomon: “I 
am come [back] into My garden, My sister, My bride” (5:1). This 
verse has no explicit connection with the verse in Numbers on 
which he is commenting, but in fact a connection is there, even 
though the congregation is not in a position to know it; the connec- 
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tion will become clear only at the end of the derashah. As a result, 
the congregation will remain attentive throughout the homily, be- 
cause it is trying to make out the connection between the verse of 
Numbers and the verse of the Song and to solve the riddle that has 
caught its interest. Evidently, this method is not only theological but 
also, and above all, psychological and pedagogical, for it stretches the 
receptive capacity of the audience and its ability to remember. That 
the procedure must have fascinated audiences is shown by not a few 
testimonies. For example, it is told of Rabbi Johanan (who lived ca. 
250 A.D.) that the people came running from their homes in order to 
secure a seat in the synagogue or hall where he was teaching. And of 
some preachers Chrysostom says, with a trace of bitter hostility, that 
the enthusiasm and applause they elicited reminded him of an au- 
dience in the theater.” | 

c) Instead of explaining the verse of the Song which he has 
quoted, the darshan seems to forget it or sets it aside and then, seem- 
ingly without connection, tells the story of a king and a queen, how 
their relationship of love was broken and how they were reconciled. 
The emphasis is on the reconciliation: before returning to her hus- 
band, the king, the woman lays down a specific condition: as in the 
past, he must accept and appreciate all that she gives him with her 
own hands. 

At the beginning of time, the human race lived in the Garden of 
Eden like a queen; its position was truly royal, for it enjoyed the 
privilege of living with the divine Presence (Shekinah). But the sin of 
Adam and later generations compelled God gradually to withdraw 
from the human race, which thus lost its royal status. But the loss 
was not irreparable. Once good men like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and 
others appeared, God began to return to earth. The last of these just 
men was Moses, thanks to whom the Shekinah returned to earth 
definitively and for good. 

d) But how is this parable connected with the verse from the 
Son (“I am come [back] into My garden, My sister, My bride”) with 
which the homily begins? At this point the solution of the riddle 
begins. The subject of “I am come” is God, who returns to earth, 
thanks to the actions of good men and especially of Moses; the “gar- 
den,” thanks to the reading of ganni (my garden) as ginnuni (bridal 
chamber), symbolizes the relationship of love that existed between 
God and humankind at the beginning of creation; finally, Israel repre- 
sents the human race in the midst of which God reestablishes his 
covenant of love. The parable tells of a king and queen who, after a 
break in their relationship, decide to live together once again; now, if 
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the king is God and the queen is Israel, then the verse of the Song, 
with the addition of “back” to “I am come” effectively expresses the 
new situation in which, like a husband, God returns to his bride, 
Israel, which symbolizes the human race. 

e) Once the connection between the verse of the Song and the 
parable becomes clear, the connection between all this and the verse 
of Numbers on which the homilist is commenting also begins to be 
clear. In the verse “On the day when Moses had finished setting up 
the tabernacle,” the “tabernacle” is none other than the new rela- 
tionship of love between God and the human race, a relationship 
comparable to that of marriage. The connection between the verse of 
the Song and the verse is Numbers is thereby explained; the verse of 
the Song, with ginnuni (bridal chamber) substituted for ganni (my 
garden), becomes the key for interpreting the verse in Numbers. The 
“tabernacle” now takes on the meaning of “my bridal chamber,” for 
it is the place where God is reunited to the human race. 

f) But the connection between the verses in Numbers and the 
Song is not simply thematic. The verse in Numbers is not simply read 
for its content as it stands; rather there is a textual rereading as well. 
The word kallot (bring to completion) is revocalized and interpreted 
as kallat (wedding feast), and the verse which formerly read “On the 
day when Moses had finished (kallot) setting up the tabernacle” is 
changed to: “On Israel’s bridal day . . . Moses brought to a conclusion 
[the coming back to earth that God had begun in the days of 
Abraham].” 

g) But what has all this to do with the feast of Hanukkah? In the 
case of an audience that was familiar with the origin of this feast (the 
reconsecration of the temple that had been desecrated by Antiochus 
Epiphanes in 167 B.C.), the answer was easy: as the completion of the 
tabernacle by Moses signified the return of the Shekinah to the midst 
of the human race, so the purification of the temple that had been 
desecrated meant the return of the Shekinah to the midst of Israel, its 
bride. This parallel between the completion of the tabernacle by 
Moses and the restoration of the temple by the Maccabees is the basic 
idea developed in the homily. The parallel is evidently not only 
historical and literal but also, and above all, theological and spiritual: 
its purpose is to teach the love of God for Israel and, through Israel, 
for the human race. Even though he (God) may from time to time 
distance himself from human beings because of their sins, their good 
actions will always impel him to return and dwell in their midst.®2 

h) Within this basic framework the darshan takes other exe- 
getical steps and offers other interesting information. For example: to 
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show that after Adam’s sin God no longer accepts the offerings of the 
human race directly, Gen 8:21 is cited; to bring out the decisive role 
of Israel, the homilist cites first the words of Song 4:16, “Let my 
Beloved come into His garden,” which are put on the lips of the 
chosen people, and only then the words of Song 5:1, “I am come into 
My garden,” which are put on the lips of God; to prove that Israel is 
the nuptial “place” of God, the statement “I am come into My gar- 
den” is changed into “I am come into My bride’s bower”; to show 
that God withdrew from the earth after the sin of Adam, the homilist 
has recourse to a citation from Rabbi Kahana, according to which 
Gen 3:8 says not that God “walked” in the garden but that he 
“walked away from” it; and to show that the Shekinah has returned 
to the earth because of the good works of the just, the homilist relies 
on the interpretation of Ps 27:29 given by Rabbi Isaac. 

This lengthy analysis shows that a midrashic homily was, on the 
one hand, simple and allusive, and, on the other, complex and care- 
fully developed. It is simple by reason of its narrative form made up 
of stories and parables; it is complex because of the weaving in of 
biblical verses that are linked and interpreted in various ways. The 
midrashic homily in this way thus honored its double fidelities: to 
the Jewish people and to the word of God, to human needs and to the 
depths of the Torah. Thanks to its parabolic language, the homily 
spoke to the hearts of all, educated and uneducated alike, by shed- 
ding light on everyday life; at the same time, however, it communi- 
cated the inexhaustible and always actual riches of the divine word, 
thanks to the many interconnections it established among passages 
of the Bible that were on each occasion read and interpreted anew. 
This twofold fidelity is needed today as in the past: in order that 
human beings may not be deprived of God’s word and in order that 
they may not betray this word. 





Chapter 3 


Private and Communal Phases 
of Jewish Prayer 


The influence of the shema‘ Yisra’el, the tefillah, and the geri’at 
Torah is not limited to a restricted segment of time; rather, these 
activities dynamize the entire range of Jewish life, both public and 
private. In saying this, we already glimpse the several spheres in 
which Jews live out their religious life: the individual, the familial, 
and the communal. Each of these spheres, while having its special 
nuances and characteristics, follows the same theological and spiri- 
tual logic. 

In the following pages I shall speak first of prayers offered by 
individuals, the prayers which each Jew recites in the course of the 
day; then of familial prayers, those recited daily at meals, weekly 
during the sabbath, and annually at the feast of Passover; and finally, 
of prayers in the synagogue, those recited in congregational form on 
weekdays, feast days, and special occasions. 

As we move from sphere to sphere, we will often find the same 
words recurring and echoing, sometimes in a repetitive way, some- 
times in an innovative manner. But we shall quickly come to see that 
there is never mere repetition but always a new perspective. Prayer, 
like life itself, is in one way always the same and in another al- 
ways new. 


I. BENEDICTIONS BY INDIVIDUALS 


A benediction as formula or expression of prayer is a manifesta- 
tion and translation into words of berakah as an interior attitude in 
relation to God. In the analysis of the shema‘, the tefillah, and the 
geri’at Torah we saw many of these benedictions, some lengthy with 
complex structures, others brief and to the point, but all sharing one 
characteristic: they are public and official. In addition to these, how- 
ever, believing Jews have other benedictions connected with rising 
and retiring and with special events in the course of the day. 
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|. On Waking in the Morning 


The act of getting up, in which one turns from the night to the 
day, is to be accompanied by a series of blessings. The Babylonian 
Talmud describes in detail the various phases in the passage from 
sleep to wakefulness: 1. awakening; 2. hearing the cock crow; 3. 
opening the eyes; 4. rising to a sitting position; 5. putting on the first 
garment; 6. rising from the bed; 7. touching the floor; 8. standing up; 
9. putting on the shoes; 10. tieing the belt; 11. putting on the head- 
dress; 12. putting on the tassels; 13. putting on the phylacteries; 14. 
washing the hands; 15. washing the face. Each of these actions is 
accompanied by a special benediction: 


When he awakens, let him say: “O my God, the soul 
which thou gavest me is pure; thou didst create it, thou 
didst form it, thou didst breathe it into me. Thou preservest 
it within me, and thou wilt take it from me, but wilt restore 
it to me hereafter. So long as the soul is within me, I will give 
thanks unto thee, O Lord my God and God of my fathers, 
Sovereign of all works, Lord all souls! Blessed art thou, O 
Lord, who restorest souls unto the dead” (Hertz, 19). 

When he hears the cock crow, let him say: ‘‘Blessed is 
he who gave the cock understanding to distinguish between 
day and night.” 

When he hears the cock crow, let him say: “Blessed is 
he who makes the blind see.” 

When he sits up in bed, let him say: “Blessed is he who 
sets prisoners free.” 

When he puts on his garment, let him say: “Blessed is 
he who clothes the naked.” 

When he starts to rise, let him say: “Blessed is he who 
straightens those who are stooped.” 

When he gets down from his bed and touches the floor, 
let him say: “Blessed is he who stretched out the earth over 
the waters.” 

When he stands upright, let him say: “Blessed is he who 
directs the steps of human beings.” 

When he has put on his shoes, let him say: “Blessed is 
he who satisfies my needs.” 

When he tightens his belt, let him say: “Blessed i is he 
who girds Israel with strength.” 

When he wraps the covering around his head, let him 
say: “Blessed is he who crowns Israel with majesty.” 
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When he dons a garment with tassels, let him say: 
“Blessed is he who has sanctified us by his commandments 
and has bidden us wear garments with fringes.” 

When he puts the phylacteries on his arm, let him say: 
“Blessed is he who has sanctified us by his commandments 
and has bidden us wear the phylacteries’’; (when he puts 
the phylacteries on his head:) “Blessed is he who has sancti- 
fied us by his commandments and has given us the precept 
of the phylacteries.” 

When he washes his hands, let him say: “Blessed is he 
who has sanctified us by his commandments and has or- 
dered us to wash our hands.” 

When he washes his face, let him say: “Blessed is he 
who removes the bands of sleep from my eyes and slumber 
from my eyelids. May it be your will, O Lord my God, to 
accustom me to your law. Make me attached to your com- 
mandments; let me not come under the power of sin, evil- 
doing, temptation, and shame, but bend my nature to sub- 
mission to you. Keep me from the wicked, from evil 
companions, and teach me to be attached to natures that are 
good and to good companions here in your world. Grant that 
this day and every day I may find favor, love, and mercy in 
your eyes and in the eyes of all who see me, and do good 
works in my behalf. Blessed are you, O Lord, who do good 
works in favor of the people of Israel.” 


The most important of these fifteen benedictions are the first 
and the last. The latter blesses God for having freed the body from 
“the bonds of sleep” (in antiquity sleep was regarded as an anticipa- 
tion and image of death), and asks his help and protection during the 
new day. The first blessing thanks him for restoring to the body the 
soul that is the principle of the divine life from which human beings 
benefit. To believing Jews, the act of awakening and returning to life 
is not a natural occurrence nor an acquired right but a miracle of 
which each day is the witness and beneficiary. Every morning God 
renews creation as in the beginning, when he “formed man of dust 
from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and 
man became a living being” (Gen 2:7). This interpretation does not 
contradict the scientific explanation (and therefore cannot be con- 
tradicted by it) which explains the passage from sleep to waking by 
cerebral and neuro-chemical mechanisms; rather it is the founda- 
tion for the scientific explanation and makes this possible. 
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When we wake in the morning and renew our relations with the 
world, the important thing is not to know how this comes about but 
to know that if it occurs, it is due to the love of the God who creates 
and re-creates. When we regain consciousness, God is “restoring the 
soul to the physical body.” When the cock crows, God is redistribut- 
ing time and setting its rhythm. When we open our eyes, he is ‘““mak- 
ing the blind see.” When we arise, he is restoring our freedom of 
movement. When we clothe ourselves, he is “clothing the naked.” 
When we touch the floor with our feet, he is “stretching out the earth 
over the waters.” When we put on our shoes, he is “satisfying our 
needs,” and so on. To begin the day with this “key to its interpreta- 
tion,” this act of faith, is not to indulge in poetic fancy. For believers, 
these actions embody a luminous, foundational certitude of which 
the berakah is the ontological echo and literary expression. 

The benedictions I have cited are to be recited privately by 
every Jew in passing each morning from sleep to wakefulness. Many 
Jews, however, did not know them by heart nor could they learn 
them easily because they did not have access to written texts. As a 
result, the custom arose of reciting them in the synagogue at the 
beginning of the liturgical service. A reader said them aloud, and 
those present answered with the traditional Amen; the practice gave 
the participants an opportunity to memorize them. This practice was 
kept up even later on when written texts were available, such as the 
prayer books. Even today the benedictions are recited in the syna- 
gogue and form the introductory part of the service; this section is 
called birkat ha-shakar (benediction for the dawn) and has been 
variously enriched and divided depending on the several rites and 
communities. Nowadays this introductory section begins almost ev- 
erywhere with the hymn ’adon ‘olam, which is attributed to the 
great Spanish poet, Solomon ibn Gabirol (1021-1058). 


Lord of the world, He reigned alone 

While yet the universe was naught, 

When by His will all things were wrought, 
Then first His sovran name was known. 


And when the All shall cease to be, 

In dread lone splendour He shall reign, 
He was, He is, He shall remain 

In glorious eternity. 


For He is one, no second shares 
His nature or His loneliness: 
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Unending and beginningless, 
All strength is His, all sway He bears. 


He is the living God to save, 

My Rock while sorrow’s toils endure, 
My banner and my stronghold sure, 
The cup of life whene’er I crave. 


I place my soul within His palm 
Before I sleep as when I wake, 
And though my body I forsake, 
Rest in the Lord in fearless calm.’ 


It is with this poetic text, which celebrates, on the one hand, the 
infinite greatness of God and, on the other, his radical closeness to 
every human being, that believing Jews begin the day. Conscious of 
God’s transcendence and immanence, they take up the work of cre- 
ation in order to bring it to completion. 


2. On Retiring in the Evening 


Evening prayer is made up of two basic parts: the recitation of 
the shema‘ and a special benediction. The Babylonian Talmud ex- 
plicitly attests to both parts. Of the shema‘ it says: “Even if the shema‘ 
has been recited during the synagogue service, it is an act of devotion 
to recite it again in bed.”? The text prescribed for the special bene- 
diction is as follows: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
makest the bands of sleep to fall upon mine eyes, and 
slumber upon my eyelids. May it be thy will, O Lord my God 
and God of my fathers, to suffer me to iie down in peace and 
to let me rise up again in peace. Let not my thoughts trouble 
me, nor evil dreams, nor evil fancies, but let my rest be 
perfect before thee. O lighten mine eyes, lest I sleep the 
sleep of death, for it is thou who givest light to the apple of 
the eye. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who givest light to the 
whole world in thy glory.’ 


This prayer is at once a profession of faith and a plea for help. In 
the morning God is invoked as the one who “removes the bands of 
sleep from my eyes and slumber from my eyelids”: here he is in- 
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voked as the one who “makes the bands of sleep to fall upon my eyes 
and slumber upon my eyelids.” God is the source of both wakeful- 
ness and sleep, of day, which is the symbolic place of involvement 
and responsibility, and of night, which is the symbolic place of the 
suspension of all activity. 

The petition is twofold: it asks for sound rest (‘May it be thy will 
to suffer me to lie down in peace”) and that sleep be not disturbed by 
“thoughts” and “evil dreams.” Night is everywhere a symbol of dark 
and malignant powers: the forces of chaos and nothingness, of oppo- 
sition to creation and to love. By placing these under the sovereignty 
of God (who “makes the bands of sleep to fall upon my eyes”), believ- 
ing Jews change night from a symbol and place of fear and danger to 
one of rest and coziness. For them night is no longer a metaphor of 
chaos gaining the upper hand over the “day of creation,” but rather 
of the recovery of the energies that will enable them in the morning 
to take up once more the “work of creation” and bring it to comple- 
tion in accordance with God’s plan. Admittedly, they too can always 
be tempted to fall back into the power of night by forgetting its true 
meaning and peopling it with specters. Therefore they pray, because 
prayer, according to rabbinical teaching, is like “a two-edged sword” 
(see Ps 149:6) that is victorious against all enemies, not only those of 
the daytime but also and especially those of the night. 


3. During the Day 


There are also benedictions for other moments, whether of work 
or of relaxation, that occur each day. There is no thing and no action 
that is not to be transfigured by a berakah; this is true even of physio- 
logical needs, as the following benediction shows: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
hast formed man in wisdom, and created in him many pas- 
sages and vessels. It is well known before thy glorious 
throne, that if but one of these be opened, or one of these be 
closed, it would be impossible to exist and stand before thee. 
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who art the wondrous healer of all 
flesh (11).° 


This benediction thanks God for having created the human per- 
son “in wisdom” (be-hokmah), a wisdom that consists concretely in 
providing the person with “passages and vessels” that ensure health 
and well-being. We may smile at such a prayer and even think it 
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unseemly. That is not the reaction of Jews, who see the divine love 
and perfection mirrored in the harmonious functioning of the hu- 
man body. That is why the Talmud has a lengthy discussion of this 
benediction and the prayer book includes it among the benedictions 
that precede the morning service in the synagogue, in order that all 
may become familiar with it and commit it to memory. 

During the day God is thanked for evil as well as good, since, 
according to the principle set down in the Talmud, “everything that 
God does he does for a good purpose.” 


Rab Huna said, speaking in the name of Rab and in the name 
of R. Meir, and thus giving a teaching attached ultimately to 
the name of R. Aqgiba: A person should develop the habit of 
saying always: “Everything that God does he does for a good 
purpose.” On one occasion when R. Aqiba was on a journey, 
he came to a town and asked for hospitality, but did not 
receive it; he then said: “Everything that God does he does 
for a good purpose.” He went off and spent the night in the 
open. He had with him a cock, an ass, and a lantern. A wind 
arose and extinguished the lantern; a cat came and ate the 
cock; a lion came and ate the ass. Yet he said: “Everything 
that God does he does for a good purpose.”’ During the night, 
invading troops came and took the townspeople prisoner; 
and he said to them: “Did I not tell you: ‘Everything that 
God does he does for a good purpose?’ ’”® 


The parable of R. Aqiba, a parable of innocent simplicity, shows 
that seeds of meaning are hidden in even the most adverse circum- 
stances. Being forced to spend the night in the open and losing one’s 
only possessions are not irreparable occurrences but are the outward 
form of an unexpected rescue. There is no “evil” in the depths of 
which a “good” does not lurk, for God is Lord even of “evil.” If evil 
comes under the sovereignty.of God, then its power, however wide- 
spread and destructive, is never definitive; it may have the next-to- 
last word, but never the last. 


4. On Special Occasions 


God is also blessed on special occasions, such as a journey or 
sickness or the approach of death. 

A dying person who feels the end to be near is obliged to make a 
profession of faith such as the following: 
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I acknowledge unto thee, O Lord my God and God of my 
fathers, that both my cure and my death are in thy hands. 
May it be thy will to send me a perfect healing. Yet if my 
death be fully determined by thee, I will in love accept it at 
thy hand. O may my death be an atonement for all the sins, 
iniquities and transgressions of which I have been guilty 
against thee. Bestow upon me the abounding happiness that 
is treasured up for the righteous. Make known to me the 
path of life: in thy presence is fullness of joy; at thy right 
hand bliss for evermore.’ 


Although this prayer is rather recent, being made up of expres- 
sions taken for the most part from the Shulkan ‘aruk (sixteenth cen- 
tury), its content reflects the most authentic Jewish tradition, from 
Abraham to Jesus and on down to the present day. Unconditional 
abandonment to God’s will, in the realization that in it is contained 
all meaning and the seed of salvation, is the very heart of the Jewish 
religious outlook; the abandonment is inspired not by fatalistic resig- 
nation but by the unshakable hope that God is stronger than death 
and able to overcome and conquer it. That is precisely the theme of 
the exultant cry of Paul of Tarsus as he reflected on the experience of 
Jesus of Nazareth and on his resurrection: 


Death is swallowed up in victory. 
O death, where is thy victory? 
O death, where is thy sting? (1 Cor 15:54-55). 


Just as Abraham on Mount Moriah did not lose his son but re- 
ceived him back and as Jesus found resurrection in the depths of his 
defeat on Calvary, so believing Jews paradoxically see life within 
their death: “Show me the path of life: in thy presence there is full- 
ness of joy, at thy right hand are pleasures for evermore” (Ps 15:11). 

In time of sickness, too, believing Jews bless God: 


In my sickness, Lord, I turn to you because I am the work of 
your hands. Your strength and courage are present in my 
heart, and your healing power within my body. May it be 
your will to restore me to health. My sickness has taught me 
what is important and what unimportant. I realize how de- 
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pendent I am on you. Pain and suffering have taught me. 
Once healed, may I never forget this precious insight. 
Strengthen me, O Lord, and protect me with your love. 
Heal me, and I shall be healed; save me, and I shall be saved. 
Blessed are you, O Lord, the faithful and merciful healer.’ 


So too there are benedictions for an anniversary, an operation, a 
journey, a peril survived, a decisive meeting, a significant event, and 
so on. 


Hl. THE Domestic LITURGY 


The primary sacred place in which the Jewish liturgy is cele- 
brated is in the home, which is looked upon as a “shrine”: 


This is not a poetic exaggeration, for the Jewish home was, 
in a sense, a little sanctuary. The family table was regarded 
as an altar, each meal was a holy ritual, and the parents 
were the officiating priests. Family worship accompanied 
many of the daily activities and transformed the biological 
and social relationships of the family into a spiritual 
kinship.’ 


In this “sanctuary” of the family there are three principal cele- 
brations: one is daily and connected with meals; the second is 
weekly and connected with the sabbath; the third is annual and 
connected with the feast of Passover. These ‘“‘celebrations” refer to 
and complete one another, with each explaining and enriching the 
other two. 


I. The Birkat ha-mazon 


In Judaism the family meal is the religious action par excellence. 
Therefore, like, and to a greater extent than, every other daily activ- 
ity, it is accompanied by a series of special benedictions. Christianity 
followed Judaism in assigning a central place to the meal and, in its 
celebration of the Eucharist, even made bread and wine its basic 
symbols. (I must add, however, that Christianity removed the Eucha- 
rist from the setting of the family and located it in the framework of 
priesthood and “temple.”) Why is the family meal regarded as so 
important? 
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a) The Symbolism of Eating 

Eating is the most primordial and regular action performed by 
human beings. Not only does it satisfy their basic needs and ensure 
their survival, but it is also the indispensable condition for any fur- 
ther mental or even spiritual activity. Those who lack the food with 
which to satisfy their hunger are also deprived of the very possibility 
of praying. As the psalmist says, only the living can praise God; those 
that have gone down into the grave cannot praise him (see Ps 115:17). 

But eating is for Jews something more than a pleasurable way of 
satisfying the bodily need for nourishment. They regard bread, and 
food generally, as really and not only metaphorically a gift from God. 
In bread, which serves as a symbol of all good things, they apprehend 
a benevolent intention at work that gives it its truth and meaning; 
that intention is the love with which God feeds his creatures, and it 
finds marvelous expression in Ps 104: 


Thou dost cause the grass to grow for the cattle, 
and plants for man to cultivate. 

that he may bring forth food from the earth. 
and wine to gladden the heart of man, 

oil to make his face shine, 
and bread to strengthen man’s heart (vv. 14-15). 


The psalmist here describes God as a generous benefactor who gives 
human beings the garden of the world for their sustenance and joy. 

The benedictions to be recited before and after meals have a 
poetic and transfigurative function: to open a breach in the material- 
ity of the good things that nourish human beings, so that they may 
glimpse the divine “thou” who creates them and gives them mean- 
ing. All the great religious traditions have approached food in the 
same way; that is why they speak of “sacred meals” or “sacred ban- 
quets.” When one eats with the realization that things come to us 
from God’s unmerited generosity, one does more than simply renew 
one’s vital energies; one also realizes, down deep, that an interper- 
sonal event is taking place in which two subjectivities reveal them- 
selves and enter into dialogue: the beneficent and loving “thou” that 
is God, and the satisfied and thankful “thou” that is the human 
being. The prayer of blessing creates this communion: it creates the 
miracle that is the encounter of God and human beings. 

Looked at from this point of view, the berakah expresses in 
words the same message that sacrifices in the temple expressed in 
gesture. The offering to God of firstfruits or the first-born of a flock is 
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a way of acknowledging him as source of the fruits of the earth, 
receiving them with love, and proclaiming them as free gift. Thus 
sacrifices, like the berakah, effect a communion. “The understand- 
ing of ‘offering’ has been falsified and distorted by a terminology 
derived from Latin. ‘Offer’ is from the Latin offerre, whereas the 
Hebrew gorban is from garov, ‘near.’ Buber and Rosenzweig there- 
fore translate it as ‘drawing near.’ For in fact those who eat the offer- 
ings draw near to God in a communion.””° 

Through “bread” that, thanks to berakah and sacrifice, is re- 
ceived as a gift, human beings draw near to God and God to them; the 
two parties meet and live out, or revive, their covenant. 

The act of eating evokes the symbolism not only of gift but also of 
sharing, for to acknowledge God as source of the fruits of the earth is 
to assert the universal destination of these fruits and bar any individ- 
ual from possessing and hoarding them. 

If “bread” is from God, then human beings may not take it for 
themselves but may only enjoy it together with others, for since 
others are beneficiaries of the same divine favor they are not our 
enemies or rivals but our friends. Explaining the reason for the obli- 
gation of zimun (the communal recitation of the birkat ha-mazon), 
Rabbi S. Hirsch writes: 


There is nothing like the struggle for daily bread to make 
individuals self-centered and cause them to regard others as 
rivals.... For this reason, the rabbis attributed special im- 
portance...to meals taken in common. They ordained that 
when two or three persons share a meal one of them must 
invite the others to recite the berakah with him. In this way 
they will become accustomed to the idea that they are all 
equals because they are loved by the same God and that this 
solicitous love is the stay of their existence. This joint 
prayer to the one God who is equally near to each in the 
form of a beneficent Providence, does away with all thought 
of jealous competition and, on the contrary, inspires a sense 
of brotherhood. We do not feel diminished by the prosperity 
of our neighbor, for we know that the Father is so mighty in 
love that he can give to each what is useful and good 
for each.” 


Finally, the act of eating has a third symbolism: that of responsi- 
ble activity. If it is true that God “causes the grass to grow for the 
cattle” and gives “wine to gladden the heart of man, oil to make his 
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face shine, and bread to strengthen man’s heart” (Ps 104:14-15), it is 
also true that this divine activity calls for human toil. When the 
berakah interprets things as gifts and calls for them to be shared, it 
does not do away with human effort but rather frees this of anxiety 
by giving it a new meaning: it is no longer a Promethean self-projec- 
tion that builds the world out of nothing, but a responsible accep- 
tance of a work of collaboration. “Bread” is the result of two inten- 
tions, the divine and the human, the former exclusive and 
foundational, the latter receptive and obedient. “Bread” is abundant 
where these two intentions meet and enter into dialogue; where, as 
in works of art, human beings accept and transform the material 
given to them. Work is the place where this creativity is exercised; it 
is a human activity, but one that accepts and concretizes the divine 
intention; as a result, the divine plan reaches completion, making 
“grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food” 
(Gen 2:9). 


b) The Birkat ha-mosi 

A meal is accompanied by two benedictions: one, very short, 
before it; the other, longer and more complex, at its end. The first, 
known as the birkat ha-mosi (from the root ysh, to go out; here in the 
causative participle: that which makes to go out), runs as follows: 
‘Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who bringest 
forth bread from the earth (ha-mosi lehem min ha-’ares)’’ (963). In 
these words, taken from Ps 104:14, God is acknowledged and 
thanked as the one who “bringest forth bread from the earth.” 

The key word in this benediction is lehem, a term rich in mean- 
ings. The basic meaning is “bread” in the sense of the food we make 
out of grain. In a broader usage, though still connected with the first, 
lehem can mean “food” in general. The word is still used in this sense 
by modern Arabs for whom Iahma, which corresponds etymologi- 
cally to the Hebrew lehem, means “meat to be eaten,” this being the 
most widespread and abundant part of their meals. To thank God for 
“bread” is therefore to express thanksgiving and gratitude for all the 
fruits of the earth that give human beings nourishment and joy. 

But in the Jewish tradition as recorded in the Bible lehem also 
signifies the flesh of sacrificed animals, which are called “the bread 
of God (lehem ’Elohim)” (Lev 21:6), and it recalls the manna, lehem 
min-ha-shamaim (“the bread from heaven”). Rather than being op- 
posed to the two preceding senses, these last two explain them and 
give us a deeper understanding, for both the sacrifices and the 
manna help us to recognize and make our own the divine intention 
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behind the fruits of the earth. These fruits are at the disposal of 
human beings and are meant for their sustenance, but they achieve 
their true meaning and display their potentiality only when they are 
accepted in a way that corresponds to the dynamism at work in 
them. To promote this acceptance is the purpose of the berakah, 
which repeats and expresses anew the logic of sacrifice and the 
manna. Whenever human beings acknowledge, before their meals, 
that God is the source of the “bread” they are about to eat, they 
perform a sacrificial act and relive the miracle of the manna. 


c) The Birkat ha-mazon 

The most important benediction connected with a meal is the 
one that follows and is known as birkat ha-mazon, “benediction over 
food,” mazon meaning foods. 

Of all the benedictions in the Jewish ritual this is regarded as the 
oldest and the most important, because it alone is expressly com- 
manded in the Torah: “And you shall eat and be full, and you shall 
bless the Lord your God for the good land that he has given you” 
(Deut 8:10). It is made up of three benedictions (presently four), in 
which God is thanked for the food, for the land, and for Jerusalem. 
These benedictions almost certainly go back to the period of the 
Second Temple, although the Talmudic tradition attributes them to 
Moses, Joshua, and Solomon respectively: 


The first benediction of the birkat ha-mazon, which begins 
with the words “thou who feedest,”’ was instituted for Israel 
by Moses at the time when the manna dropped from 
heaven. The second was instituted by Joshua when the He- 
brews took possession of the land. Finally, David and Solo- 
mon instituted the third, which ends with the words “thou 
who rebuildest Jerusalem.” 


The first of these benedictions reads thus: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
feedest the whole world with thy goodness, with grace, with 
lovingkindness and tender mercy; thou givest food to all 
flesh, for thy lovingkindness endureth for ever. Through 
thy great goodness food hath never failed us: O may it not 
fail us for ever and ever for thy great Name’s sake, since 
thou nourishest and sustainest all beings, and doest good 
unto all, and providest food for all thy creatures whom thou 
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hast created. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who givest food to 
all (967-69). 


This benediction, known as birkat ha-zan (“benediction for 
food”), praises God as “host” of the universe, who in his love feeds all 
creatures. The emphasis in the text is on the idea of “all” (Hebrew: 
kol), which is repeated six times. The benediction thus celebrates the 
universal reach of God’s love, not only to the human race (he feeds 
not only Israel but all other peoples) but to the cosmos (he feeds every 
living thing, animal or vegetable, in the macrocosm and the micro- 
cosm). When believing Jews sit down to table in order to eat, they feel 
themselves to be in communion with all living things. Eating is for 
them more than a simple material activity, for before the fruits of the 
earth feed them, these same fruits already speak to them of God and 
his favor; the fruits speak to the heart and spirit before they feed the 
body. The berakah expresses this movement and brings about this 
metamorphosis by turning “bread from the earth” (lehem min ha- 
‘ares) into “bread from heaven” (lehem min-ha-shamaim), the bread 
that is manna. 

Thanks to the benediction the bread becomes a heavenly gift 
and reproduces the miracle of the manna (Ex 16). This is why the 
Talmudic tradition attributes this benediction, the first and oldest 
Jewish prayer, to Moses, who was thought to have composed it on 
occasion of the fall of the manna from heaven. 

The second benediction, known as birkat ha-’ares (“benediction 
for the land’’), thanks God for the fine and spacious land that was 
given to Israel: 


We thank you, O Lord our God, because thou didst give as 
an heritage unto our fathers a desirable, good and ample 
land, and because thou didst bring us forth, O Lord our God, 
from the land of Egypt, and didst deliver us from the house 
of bondage; as well as for thy covenant which thou hast 
sealed in our flesh, thy Torah which thou hast taught us, thy 
statutes which thou hast made known unto us, the life, 
grace and lovingkindness which thou hast bestowed upon 
us, and for the food wherewith thou dost constantly feed 
and sustain us on every day, in every season, at every hour. 

For all this, O Lord our God, we thank and bless thee, 
blessed be thy Name by the mouth of all living continually 
and for ever, even as it is written, And thou shalt eat and be 
satisfied, and thou shalt bless the Lord thy God for the good 
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land which he hath given thee [Deut 8:10]. Blessed art thou, 
O Lord, for the land and for the food (969). 


After being universal and cosmic (in the birkat ha-zan), the ben- 
ediction after meals here becomes historical and particular. God is 
thanked for the promised land, the deliverance from Egypt, the gift of 
the covenant, and circumcision. Why is reference made, in a prayer 
of thanksgiving after meals, to theological themes that are so rich and 
so remote from the setting? The reason goes deep, even if it is not 
immediately identifiable. If it be true (as the first benediction claims) 
that God feeds all living beings, it is also true that in this activity he 
calls for the responsible action and the solidarity of human groups. 
The mention of the Torah in this second benediction emphasizes this 
point, which is extremely important: the bread that gives joy and 
alleviates hunger is not bread that is selfishly accumulated and 
hoarded but bread that is shared in accordance with the logic of the 
covenant, which prohibits injustice and is the basis of brotherhood 
and sisterhood. 

In a similar fashion, the land for which this second benediction 
thanks God is not a simple geographical entity but a gift of God fol- 
lowing upon the deliverance from Egypt and the striking of the cove- 
nant. Within the logic thus established, “the good and ample land” of 
which Exodus speaks is not a land that bears fruit miraculously as a 
result of privileged natural conditions, but a land that bears fruit for 
all because those that till it take joint responsibility for it, are content 
with what they need, and are capable of sharing. The land becomes 
“good and ample” and is able to feed and give joy, when the cove- 
nant is kept and the Torah obeyed therein. 

The third benediction, known as boneh Jerushalaim (‘thou who 
rebuildest Jerusalem”), invokes God as “rebuilder’ of Zion and 
thanks him for this: 


Have mercy, O Lord our God, upon Israel thy people, upon 
Jerusalem thy city, upon Zion the abiding place of thy glory, 
upon the kingdom of the house of David, and upon the great 
and holy house that was called by thy Name. O Lord our 
God, our Father, feed us, nourish us, sustain, support and 
relieve us, and speedily, O Lord our God, grant us relief from 
all our troubles. We beseech thee, O Lord our God, let us not 
be in need either of the gifts of mortals or of their loans, but 
only of thy helping hand, which is full, open, holy and am- 
ple, so that we may never be put to shame nor humiliated. 
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And rebuild Jerusalem the holy city speedily in our 
days. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who in thy compassion re- 
buildest Jerusalem. Amen (971-73). 


While the first benediction thanks God for food and the second 
for the land, which is to be received and worked in accordance with 
the Torah, the third benediction asks God to be always merciful 
(rahem, “have mercy”) to the people of Israel. This petition has three 
objects: the protection of Jerusalem, its rebuilding, and in the inter- 
val before the rebuilding, the satisfaction of individual needs (“‘nour- 
ish us, sustain... grant relief from all our troubles’). What is the 
point of all these petitions in a prayer of thanksgiving after meals? 
The clear understanding of Israel that the bread which satisfies 
hunger is the bread of responsibility and solidarity is accompanied 
by a no less clear consciousness of Israel’s sins of selfishness and 
infidelity. Therefore the petition for forgiveness: “have mercy.” If 
the bread eaten has been unjustly hoarded, “have mercy”; if it has 
been taken from the poor, “have mercy”; if others die of hunger 
while we eat, “have mercy.” In other words, make us understand 
how abominable these things are; and as you are rehem to us {rehem 
points to a vital place, the womb), make us the same to others. This is 
the point of the words: “Let us not be in need of the gifts of mor- 
tals... but only of thy helping hand, which is full, open, holy, and 
ample.” The intention is not to do without others in a haughty atti- 
tude of superiority, but rather to be companion and friend to every 
other person, because we are all fed equally from “the full, open, 
holy, and ample” divine hand. 

Until the end of the first century of the Christian era the birkat 
ha-mazon comprised the three benedictions cited, which were 
looked upon as a single detailed prayer (that is why the third ends 
with an “Amen”). A fourth berakah was then added, which became 
known as ha-tov we-ha-metiv (“who art kindly and dealest kindly 
with all”). It was composed at Jabneh by Rabbi Gamaliel on occasion 
of the permission obtained from the Romans to bury those who had 
died at Bethar after the revolt of Bar Kochba. 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, O 
God, our Father, our King, our Mighty One, the Holy One of 
Jacob, our Shepherd, the Shepherd of Israel, O King, who art 
kind and dealest kindly with all, day by day thou hast dealt 
kindly, dost deal kindly, and wilt deal kindly with us; thou 
hast bestowed, thou dost bestow, thou wilt ever bestow 
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benefits upon us, yielding us grace, lovingkindness, mercy 
and relief, deliverance and prosperity, blessing and salva- 
tion, consolation, sustenance and support, mercy, life, peace 
and all good: of no manner of good let us be in want (973-75). 


It is surprising that, despite the brutal failure of the revolt of 135, 
the rabbis should have added to the birkat ha-mazon this benedic- 
tion which is a hymn to divine love. One explanation is that it was 
intended as an example for 


those who were discontent or disappointed that their 
wishes were not granted and who thought they could stop 
expressing gratitude to divine Providence. The benediction 
reminds them of a period when their ancestors were so 
deeply unhappy that permission to bury: their dead was 
enough to make them burst into words of ardent 
thanksgiving.” 


The fourth benediction, then, teaches us that we must learn to 
“be content.” Contentment does not mean renouncing things but 
rather adopting a different attitude toward them. It is from this atti- 
tude, and not from things, that joy and gratitude spring. These four 
benedictions form the basic structure of the birkat ha-mazon, to 
which additions—introductory, intermediate, and final—have been 
made in various circles and rites. 

The introductory addition, which is perhaps properly a part of 
the basic structure, consists of a kind of dialogue between the master 
of the house (or an honored guest) and the others at tabie. 

Turning to the others, the master says: Rabbotai nevarek, “‘Sirs, 
let us say grace.” The others answer: “Blessed be the Name of the 
Lord from this time forth and for ever.” The sayer of the grace con- 
tinues: “With the sanction (of the master of the house and) of those 
present, we will bless him of whose bounty we have partaken.”’ The 
others answer: ‘Blessed be he of whose bounty we have partaken, 
and through whose goodness we live” (965-67). Then come the ben- 
edictions of the birkat ha-mazon, provided there be a minimum of 
three persons (men or women) present.”* 

Of the intermediate additions, an especially fine one is known as 
ha-rahamon (‘‘the merciful one’’), which consists of a series of asser- 
tions and wishes: 


The All-merciful shall reign over us for ever and ever. The 
All-merciful shall be blessed in heaven and on earth. The 
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All-merciful shall be praised throughout all generations, 
glorified among us to all eternity, and honoured among us 
for everlasting. 

May the All-merciful grant us an honourable liveli- 
hood. May the All-merciful break the yoke from off our 
neck, and lead us upright to our land. May the All-mercitul 
send a plentiful blessing upon this house, and upon this 
table at which we have eaten. May the All-merciful send us 
Elijah the prophet (let him be remembered for good), who 
shall bring us good tidings, salvation and consolation. May 
the All-merciful bless my honoured father, the master of 
this house, and my honoured mother, the mistress of this 
house, them, their household, their children, and all that is 
theirs: us also and all that is ours, as our fathers Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob were blessed each with his own compre- 
hensive blessing; even thus may he bless all of us with a 
perfect blessing, and let us say, Amen (975-77). 


The additions at the end of the birkat ha-mazon consist of some 
psalm verses to be recited by each person in silence. Among these are 
verse 11 of Ps 34 and verse 25 of Ps 37, which together say: “Those 
who seek the Lord lack no good thing. I have been young, and now 
am old; yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken or his children 
begging bread.” 


2. The Feast of Shabbat 


The first focus of the domestic liturgy is on “bread,” as symbol 
both of the table and of the fruits of the earth. The second, to which I 
turn now, is on the sabbath as summary and symbol of all the bless- 
ings given to Israel for its enjoyment. 

It is impossible to understand Jewish spirituality unless we can 
enter into the light-filled and fascinating labyrinth of shabbat, which 
is at once the faithful expression and effective source of that spiritual- 
ity. The celebration begins with a berakah pronounced by the 
mother of the family and ends with others known as the havdalah 
and recited by the father. The culminating point of the celebration is 
the recitation of the giddush, which is said over a cup of wine before 
the family meal. The lighting of lamps, the gqiddush, and the havda- 
lah are the three main rites of a Jewish family on ‘the sabbath. By 
means of them the sabbath reveals its luminous nature and, “like a 
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lamp to our feet” (see Ps 119:105), once again illumines the path of 
the Jewish people by revealing their identity to them and strength- 
ening their sense of who they are. 


a) The Image of the Bride 
Only through midrash have the Jewish people succeeded in 
bringing out the deeper meaning of the sabbath: 


Genibah said: A king had prepared and adorned a bridal 
canopy. What was lacking? A bride to lead under it. In like 
manner: what did the world lack? The sabbath. Our 
teachers said: A king had a ring made for himself. What was 
lacking? A seal. In like manner: what did the world lack? 
The sabbath.’® 


This parable, which the Midrash Rabba tells in order to explain 
Gen 2:2 (“On the seventh day God finished his work”), establishes 
the relationship between the first six days of the week and the sev- 
enth: the relation is not one of temporal succession (the sabbath 
comes alter the other six days) but one of interpretation and justifi- 
cation (the sabbath interprets and gives meaning to time). In fact, 
according to the parable, the same relationship exists between the 
sabbath and the other six days of the week as between bridal canopy 
and bride or between the king’s ring and the seal on it. 

The bridal canopy precedes the bride in time, but teleologically 
it is ordered to the bride and derives its purpose from her. Ina similar 
way, a ring is not such in itself but only in view of someone putting it 
on to serve as a seal. In its naive simplicity this midrash sums up a 
whole treatise on the philosophy of time. Why does time exist, and 
how is it to be filled with meaning? Unlike the gloomy pessimists in 
the several forms of modern existentialism, who are filled with 
dread by the threat of an emptiness that swallows up and obliterates 
all things, Judaism experiences time as having a positive content, as 
being a place of meaning and a source of fulfillment. “What did the 
world lack? The sabbath,” for just as a bride fills a house with her 
presence, since she is its purpose and cause, so the sabbath justifies 
the world, being its foundation and meaning. In the experience of the 
people of the Bible, time is “lacking” in itself; it is therefore a space 
that threatens and swallows up if it lacks the “sabbath.” On the other 
hand, time receives definition and completion when related to the 
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sabbath. The sabbath is non-time (we would say “‘eternity’’) insofar 
as it is the foundation of time; it is the time of origins insofar as it is 
the origin of time; it is the being that is at the heart of becoming. 

If we were to attempt a translation into conceptual terms of what 
the images of bride and royal ring are expressing symbolically, we 
would have to say that the meaning of time is contained in the root of 
the word shabbat. In Hebrew this has two meanings: “to cease from 
toil” and “to take one’s rest.” On the negative side, it signifies the 
absence of toil and suffering; on the positive, the fullness of fruition 
and enjoyment. The fruition meant, however, is not subjective, 
which is based on personal resources, but objective, which grounds 
rather than is grounded on something else: “On the seventh day God 
finished his work which he had done, and he rested on the seventh 
day from all his work which he had done. So God blessed the seventh 
day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all his work 
which he had done in creation” (Gen 2:2-3). By making the divine 
sabbath the basis of the human sabbath and the latter a mimesis of 
the former, the Genesis story defines time as an objective possibility 
of meaning of which human beings are the beneficiaries before they 
use it as a medium of self-projection. 

This emphasis on the objective meaning of time does not cancel 
out the responsibility of human beings but rather calls for it and even 
heightens it, as another story from the Midrash Rabba shows: 


Rabbi Simon ben Johaj said: “When the work of creation 
was complete, the Seventh Day (the Sabbath) complained: 
Lord of the universe, everything you created comes in pairs, 
and to every day of the week you have given a companion. 
Only I am left alone. And God replied: The community of 
Israel will be your companion.’’?® 


Commenting on this midrash A.J. Heschel writes: “Despite its 
dignity the sabbath is not self-sufficient; its spiritual reality calls for 
human participation. An ardent longing pervades the world: the six 
days need space, the seventh needs human beings. It is not good for 
the spirit to be left alone; for this reason Israel was destined to be the 
companion of the sabbath.” Time, which undergirds human becom- 
ing, reveals its luminous reality only to those who seek it and con- 
iorm themselves to it. The sabbath, as quantitative time, becomes 
shabbat, or qualitative time, only for those who know how to be its 
“companions.” Shabbat (which is a feminine noun in Hebrew), being 
bride of the world, reveals her treasures of love and beauty only to 
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those who can welcome her with the openness and passion of a 
bridegroom. 


b) The Lighting of the Lamps 

The sabbath begins, in the home, with the lighting of two can- 
dles by the mother of the family. Light, which is never exhausted, is 
a material expression of the beauty and meaning hidden in everyday 
time; its radiance and warmth suggest the radiance and warmth of 
the sabbath that is to be welcomed and participated in. 

Before lighting the candles, the mother, accompanied by her 
smaller children (the father and older sons have gone to the syna- 
gogue to join the community in welcoming the sabbath), says the 
following prayer: 


Lord of the universe, I am about to perform.the sacred duty 
of kindling the lights in honour of the Sabbath, even as it is 
written: “And thou shalt call the Sabbath a delight, and the 
holy day of the Lord honourable.” And may the effect of my 
fulfilling this commandment be, that the stream of abun- 
dant life and heavenly blessing flow in upon me and mine; 
that thou be gracious unto us and cause thy Presence to 
dwell among us. 

Father of Mercy, O continue thy lovingkindness unto 
me and my dear ones. Make me worthy to (rear my children 
so that they) walk in the way of the righteous before thee, 
loyal to thy Torah and clinging to good deeds. Keep thou far 
from us all manner of shame, grief and care; and grant that 
peace, light, and joy ever abide in our home. For with thee is 
the fountain of life; in thy light do we see light. Amen (343). 


After this prayer the mother of the family lights the candles and 
then immediately says the blessing: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our 
God, King of the universe, who hast hallowed us by thy command- 
ments, and commanded us to kindle the Sabbath light” (345). There 
are two motives for this benediction: sanctification (thou “hast hal- 
lowed us by thy commandments”) and the lighting of the candles 
(thou hast “commanded us to kindle the Sabbath light”). 

Sanctification (from the root qdsh) signifies separation or differ- 
entiation, and it is because of this that Israel blesses the Lord. But the 
separation is to be understood not in relation to other peoples but in 
relation to time: Israel is different or unlike (“holy”), not because it is 
superior to other peoples but because it is able to interpret and enjoy 
time in a luminous way, not as the face of an enveloping nothingness 
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but as the face of a fullness and perfection that are laden with 
meaning. 

“Holiness” does not consist in an accumulation of good works 
which improve the doers morally (this is simply a consequence) but 
in access to the foundations of time, wherein is hidden, and whence 
flows, the lightsomeness of being. The lighting of the lamps, which is 
given as the second reason for the benediction (thou hast “com- 
manded us to kindle the Sabbath light”), is not something different 
from sanctification (thou “hast hallowed us by thy commandments’”’) 
but rather an explicitation of it and its translation into a material 
form: the light that shines around us is a symbol of the objective 
meaning that dwells in time. 

The lighting of the candles, which is almost certainly pre-Mac- 
cabean in origin, serves as a real introduction to the sabbath, pro- 
viding a language for it and allowing its meaning already to emerge. 
Thanks to the lighting of the candles, the sabbath brings “heaven 
in{to] every Jewish home, filling it with long-expected and bliss- 
fully-greeted peace; making each home a sanctuary, the father a 
priest, and the mother who lights the Sabbath candles an angel 
of light.’’*® 


c) The Qiddush 

The qiddush, which rabbinical tradition traces back to the Men 
of the Great Assembly (ca. fifth century B.C.), is recited by the father 
of the family at a festively laid table whereon the mother has 
previously lit the candles.** It consists of a benediction and the shar- 
ing of a cup of wine and another benediction and the sharing of a loaf 
of bread; after this comes the meal proper, which is eaten with joy 
and to the accompaniment of song. This giddush is one of the most 
important prayers of the Jewish liturgy. It proclaims the holiness of 
the sabbath (qiddush ha-yom) and the difference, which is qualita- 
tive and substantial, between this day and the other days of 
the week. 

The text comprises three berakot: in the first and third God is 
blessed for the fruit of the vine and for the bread which the earth 
yields; the second, which is more specific and more detailed, blesses 
him for the gift of the sabbath, the various meanings of which are 
recalled: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
createst the fruit of the vine. 
Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
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who hast hallowed us by thy commandments and hast 
taken pleasure in us, and in love and favour hast given us 
thy holy Sabbath as an inheritance, a memorial of the cre- 
ation—that day being also the first of the holy convocations, 
in remembrance of the departure from Egypt. For thou hast 
chosen us and hallowed us above all nations, and in love 
and favour hast given us thy holy Sabbath as an inheritance. 
= Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hallowest the Sabbath. 

- Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 

who bringest forth bread from the earth (409). 


According to the second and central berakah, God is blessed 
because he “hallows the Sabbath” (meqaddesh ha-shabbat), that is, 
declares its radical newness in relation to the time before and after it. 
The content of this newness is expressed symbolically by the cup of 
wine over which the first benediction is pronounced. In the biblical 
tradition (see Gen 9:20) and in Hellenistic culture wine had an im- 
portant place as a symbol of gratuitousness or unmerited gift and as 
source of joy. Unlike bread, which is necessary for life, wine is 
sought for the joy and freedom of spirit that it bestows. As the 
psalmist says, wine “gladdens the heart of man” (Ps 104:15) and re- 
minds us of that dimension of the human where there is something 
more than mere physiological needs: the dimension of direction, of 
plenitude, of meaning. The sabbath is all these things: it expresses 
the fundamental goodness of the real world, which, for all its absur- 
dity and all the defeats it inflicts, can nonetheless continue to be 
loved and enjoyed; it lets us see that the destiny of human beings is 
not brutalizing work but the enjoyment of fellowship; it opens a 
breach in the walls of the factual and inevitable by showing the 
possibility of a completely renewed world. 

For this reason the sabbath is “a memorial of the creation”: it 
calls to mind the world as it was created, when it emerged for the 
first time, harmonious and resplendent, from the hands of God, be- 
fore human beings sinned. But the sabbath also serves as a “remem- 
brance of the departure from Egypt.” Beyond counting though the 
errors of human beings may be, they cannot destroy that morning of 
the first creation; they can obscure it but not do away with it. The 
departure from Egypt, that foundational event for Jewish spirituality 
and culture, expresses this certainty, and the sabbath, which memo- 
rializes the departures, repeats the certainty and confirms it. 

Because the qiddush proclaims the sabbath holy and makes it 
the metatemporal reality that is the foundation of all times, it can be 
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thought of as a voice arising from the depths of being and revealing 
that in the final analysis this being is salvation. 

This explains why the Falashas of northern Ethiopia, who for 
centuries were cut off from all contact with other Jewish communi- 
ties, were accustomed to answer, when asked who their savior was: 
“The Saviour of the Jews is the Sabbath.” For the same reason, 
Acham Ha-am has rightly said: “Far more than Israel has kept the 
Sabbath, it is the Sabbath that has kept Israel.” And—we may add— 
has preserved the world. For, as long as it makes the Sabbath its 
foundation, nothing will be able to shake it.*° 

The beginning of the sabbath is marked not only by the gqiddush 
but by other prayers, some introductory, others coming at the end of 
the ceremony. Among the former, three are especially beautiful: the 
father’s blessing of his children; the hymn Shalom ‘alekem to the 
angels; and the hymn to the wife and mother. 

When the father returns from the synagogue and enters the 
house he lays his hands on the head of each child in turn and blesses 
them as the patriarchs were already doing two thousand years before 
the Christian era. For centuries, the words of the blessing have been 
those of the priestly benediction: “The Lord bless thee and keep thee: 
the Lord make his face to shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee: 
the Lord turn his face unto thee, and give thee peace” (Num 6:24-26). 
Few actions bring out so fully the priestly character of the Jewish 
father and the deep sense of security which he passes on to his 
children. 

Next comes the hymn to the angels: “Peace be unto you, ye 
ministering angels” (405), which was introduced by the Cabalists in 
the sixteenth century and is based on a Baraita which relates that: 


two ministering angels escort a man home from the syna- 
gogue on Sabbath Eve, one good and one evil. When the 
good angel comes [to a] home and finds the candles lit and 
the table set, he says, “May it be His will that the next Sab- 
bath be [also] thus.” And the evil angel answers, “Amen,” 
against his will. And if not [if nothing is prepared for the 
Sabbath], the evil angel says, “May it be His will that the 
next Sabbath be also thus.” And the good angel answers, 
“Amen,” against his will.?? 


This parable keeps alive in Jewish memory the importance of pre- 
paring for the sabbath and welcoming it in a spirit of love and fes- 
tal joy. 
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Finally, the father expresses good wishes and admiration for his 
wife, using the words of Prov 31:10-31: “A woman of worth who can 
find? For her price is far above rubies . . .” (405). 

The concluding prayer, which precedes the traditional birkat 
ha-mazon, consists of Ps 126, shir hammaʻalot: “When the Lord re- 
stored the prosperity of Zion, we were like unto them that 
dream ...” (965). So great was the joy of the Babylonian exiles as 
they returned to their homeland in 537 B.C. that they thought they 
were dreaming. Jews experience the same joy, the same atmosphere, 
on Friday evenings as they enter into the “land” of the sabbath. As 
Jerusalem was for the exiles, the sabbath is the true native land of 
human beings, for it protects them against dispersion and ensures 
their identity. 


d) The Havdalah 

Like the beginning of the sabbath, its end too is marked by cer- 
tain rites. The ceremony is called havdalah (separation, differentia- 
tion) because it signals the difference between the sabbath, which is 
now ending, and the weekdays that are beginning. It is also very 
ancient and has been attributed to the Men of the Great Assembly.” 
It consists of four short benedictions that are said over a cup of wine, 
a box of spices, the lights, and again over the cup of wine; the wine, 
spices, and lights are three symbols of the beauty and transfiguring 
power of the sabbath. The benedictions are preceded by a prayer 
composed of biblical verses from Isaiah, Esther, and the Psalms: 


Behold, God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be 
afraid: for God the Lord is my strength aud song, and he is 
become my salvation. Therefore with joy shall ye draw 
water out of the wells of salvation [Is 12:2-3]. Salvation be- 
longeth unto the Lord: thy blessing be upon thy people [Ps 
46:12]. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our 
refuge [Est 8:16]. The Jews had light and joy and gladness 
and honour. (So be it with us.) I will lift the cup of salvation, 
and call upon the Name of the Lord [Ps 116:13] (745-47). 


The four benedictions follow directly: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who createst the fruit of the vine. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who createst divers kinds of spices. 
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Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who createst the light of the fire. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who makest a distinction between holy and profane, be- 
tween light and darkness, between Israel and the heathen 
nations, between the seventh day and the six working days. 
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who makest a distinction between 
holy and profane (747-49). 


As the sabbath draws to a close, Jews like to remind themselves 
that God is the creator of the sacred, the light, Israel, and the sabbath; 
in other words, that reality is filled with light (this is the point of the 
sacred-profane and light-darkness polarities) for those who are able 
to perceive and respect it (this is the point of the Israel-other peoples 
and sabbath-other days polarities). To use a different terminology: 
Jews like to remind themselves that God has created human beings 
for a life rich in meaning, for the Garden of Eden (the spice box is an 
allusion to the earthly paradise) and that the duty of human beings is 
to realize this possibility by avoiding the temptation of taking the 
quantitative as an end in itself and by promoting the quest of quality, 
which is the fruit of an existence focused on justice and fraternity. 
The havdalah, which separates sacred time from profane time, 
“empty” time from “full” time, bids us resume our lives with a sense 
of responsibility and commitment, in the realization that what gives 
life meaning is not the material succession of hours and work but the 
interior project that dynamizes and sustains it. 

When this project reflects the divine plan, life produces abun- 
dant fruits, as the vine produces wine, lamps warmth, and herbs 
their perfume. 

In the Sephardic rite the havdalah ends with this beautiful 
prayer for the new week that will begin shortly: 


Sovereign of the Universe, Father of mercy and forgiveness, 
grant that we begin the working days which are drawing 
nigh unto us, in peace; freed from all sin and transgression: 
cleansed from all iniquity, trespass and wickedness; and 
clinging to the study of thy Teaching, and to the perfor- 
mance of good deeds. Cause us to hear in the coming week 
tidings of joy and gladness. May there not arise in the heart 
of any man envy of us, nor in us envy of any man. O, our 
King, our God, Father of mercy, bless and prosper the work 
of our hands. And all who cherish towards us and thy peo- 
ple Israel thoughts of good, strengthen and prosper them, 
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and fulfill their purpose; but all who devise against us, and 
thy people Israel, plans which are not for good, Oh frustrate 
them and make their designs of none effect; as it is said, 
“Take counsel together, and it shall be brought to naught; 
speak the word, and it shall not stand; for God is with us.” 
Open unto us, Father of mercies and Lord of forgiveness, in 
this week and in the weeks to come, the gates of light and 
blessing, of redemption and salvation, of heavenly help and 
rejoicing, of holiness and peace, of the study of thy Torah 
and of prayer. In us also let the Scripture be fulfilled: How 
beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that 
bringeth good tidings, that announceth peace, the harbinger 
of good tidings, that announceth salvation; that saith unto 
Zion, Thy God reigneth! Amen (753). 


3. The Passover Seder 


We turn now to “the most impressive, the most joyous, the most 
memorable of all domestic rituals in Judaism.”** It celebrates the 
event that is the basis of Jewish history and spirituality, the event 
that marked the end of slavery and the beginning of freedom. The 
celebration takes the form of participation in a symbolic meal (fol- 
lowed by a real meal) in which every dish recalls some aspect of the 
night when God “with mighty hand and powerful arm” led his peo- 
ple from Egypt and brought them into the promised land. Thus the 
bitter herbs recall the sufferings of the forebears of old under the 
tyranny of their Egyptian bosses; the leg of roast lamb recalls the 
sacrifice of the Passover lamb that compelled the angel of death to 
“pass by” the doors of the Hebrews; the haroset, a sweet compote of 
apples and nuts, recalls the joy and sweetness of freedom; and so on. 

The text that describes in detail everything that is to be said and 
done during the Passover supper is called the haggadah, which 
means a story or narrative (from the root ngd, “to recount, relate”). 
The haggadah is the most often printed Jewish book and, unlike all 
others, is almost always illustrated. One can hardly say one really 
knows Judaism unless one has taken part, at least once, in a Passover 
seder. The seder sums up, very tersely but with unrivaled beauty, 
the faith and history, the thought and folklore, the heart and mind of 
the Jewish people of every age. 


a) The Structure of the Seder 
The meal taken on the night of Passover is the most solemn and 
richest of all Jewish meals; it includes three parts in particular: 1) the 
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supper proper, which is abundant and eaten in joy; 2) a lengthy 
symbolic and ritual phase, which precedes the supper proper and in 
which the abiding meaning of the Passover night is experienced 
anew and explained, especially to the children; and 3) other sym- 
bolic and ritual moments devoted chiefly to thanksgiving and song. 
So important is this meal that every part of it is carefully anticipated, 
described, and justified. The rabbinical tradition distinguishes four- 
teen parts and provides a mnemonic formula (difficult to translate) in 
which each word sums up a part of the ritual: 

1. Qaddesh. This marks the beginning of the Passover celebra- 
tion and consists of a berakah recited over a cup of wine that will be 
drunk at the end of the prayer. The benediction says that Jews now 
live ina time of freedom, separated from the period of oppression and 
enslavement (recall that the root of qadosh means ‘‘to separate’’); the 
freedom is symbolized by the cup of wine and will be celebrated 
throughout the period of Passover. Here is the benediction: 


Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
createst the fruit of the vine. 

Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who has chosen and exalted us above all nations, and hast 
sanctified us with thy commandments. Thou, Lord our God, 
hast graciously given us holidays for gladness and festive 
seasons for joy, this Feast of Unleavened Bread, our Festival 
of Freedom, a holy convocation in remembrance of the exo- 
dus from Egypt. Thou didst choose and sanctify us above all 
peoples; in thy gracious love, thou didst grant us thy holy 
festivals for gladness and joy. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
hallowest Israel and the festivals.” 


2. Urhas (washing of hands). Those present wash their hands, 
but without the usual blessing because the time has not yet come for 
the meal proper. 

3. Karpas (they sit down). A bit of greens dipped in vinegar is 
eaten as a reminder of the bitterness of slavery. 

4. Yahas (to divide). The middle one of the three matzahs is 
broken in two, half being put back between the other two, and half 
being hidden somewhere, for example, under the tablecloth. 

5. Maggid (narrator). A second cup of wine is filled, but before it 
is drunk the narrator tells the story of the deliverance from Egypt, 
explaining its meaning and abiding relevance with the help of pas- 
sages from the Bible, midrashic stories, hymns, songs, and psalms. 


Phases of Jewish Prayer 161 


This is the most characteristic and important part of the Pass- 
over seder. 

6. Rohsah (washing). All wash their hands, this time with the 
usual blessing since they are about to begin the meal proper. 

7. Mohsi’ massah (blessing of the unleavened bread). The usual 
benediction is said over the bread, which on this occasion is unleav- 
ened; a piece of it is eaten. 

8. Maror (bitter herbs). A piece of the bitter greens is eaten to- 
gether with a bit of haroset, the sweet compote of grated apples and 
nuts that recalls how by their courage and love of freedom the Jews 
managed to ease the burden of their enslavement in Egypt. 

9. Korek (to roll up). Another piece of bitter herbs is eaten, this 
time with a piece of the unleavened bread. 

10. Shulhan ‘Orek (supper). The meal begins, starting with an 
antipasto consisting of an egg and some other special foods, all of 
them rich in more or less universal symbolism. 

11. Safun (hidden). The company eats the piece of unleavened 
bread that had been hidden and that is known as the afigoman (a 
name of uncertain origin). It is eaten in memory of the Passover 
lamb; after its consumption no further food may be eaten until the 
next day. This is an especially important moment for the children, 
who are urged to look for the hidden half piece of unleavened bread. 

12. Barek (benediction). The meal being completed, the partici- 
pants wash their hands as usual and recite the traditional birkat 
ha-mazon; they fill a third cup and drink it at the end. 

13. Hallel (praise). They thank the Lord for the Passover meal at 
which they have relived the miracle of freedom. A fourth cup of 
wine is prepared and drunk after the recitation of Psalms 115-118, 
known as the “Hallel.” At the end the door is opened to allow for the 
entrance of Elijah, the messenger announcing the messianic age. 

14. Nirsah (acceptance). The leader announces the end of the 
Passover seder and asks God to be forever Israel’s deliverer. If de- 
sired, various popular songs and counting-out rhymes may be sung 
(“One kid, one kid/Father bought for two zuzim;/One kid, one kid” 
or “Who knows one?”’). These have for their purpose to hold the 
attention of the participants and to pass on the abiding values of the 
Jewish tradition in language that is popular and simple. 


b) From Exodus to Promised Land 

The entire Passover seder, with its various phases and its inex- 
haustibly rich symbolic, ritual, narrative, gestural, and mythological 
elements, celebrates the event by which the Jewish people is estab- 
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lished: its birth to freedom through rescue from slavery. But the birth 
is not of the Jewish people alone but of every people and every indi- 
vidual. Thus toward the end of the narrative section the leader says: 
“In every generation it is man’s (’adam, therefore not just Jews) duty 
to regard himself as though he personally had come out of Egypt.” 

This deliverance and freedom is celebrated in the symbolic lan- 
guage of a spring festival which is reread and reinterpreted as apply- 
ing to historical events and to which new elements have been added. 
In that spring festival ancient peoples had celebrated the return of 
life out of the silence and cold of winter into the beauty of spring 
with its wealth of forms and colors. The transition, which was felt 
and experienced as a passage from death to life, was expressed by 
means of various symbols such as unleavened bread and a lamb. The 
unleavened bread translated into metaphor what the spring was ac- 
complishing in the natural world: putting an end to the old, which 
was death-dealing, and inaugurating the new period which brings 
life. The same can be said of the lamb, the first-born of the flock, 
whose coming marked the reappearance of life that over- 
comes death. 

Onto this nature symbolism, which Israel reinterpreted and 
deepened, it grafted a more radical insight: as nature passes from 
winter to spring, so the Jewish people have passed from slavery to 
freedom; but, unlike the transition in nature, which is automatic, the 
birth to freedom is a journey of commitment and responsibility. For 
these former slaves and exiles in Egypt, the spring festival thus be- 
comes a festival of freedom at which they recall and reexperience 
the end of oppression and the beginning of a new identity. This liber- 
ation, this historical springtime that is effectively imaged forth by 
the springtime of nature, is the content of the haggadah. 

At the beginning of the narrative section, the youngest child 
present asks the head of the family four questions: 


Why is this night different from all nights? 
1. On all nights we eat hametz [leavened bread] and 
matzah [unleavened bread]. 
Why only matzah on this night? 
2. On all nights we eat any kind of greens. 
Why the bitter greens on this night? 
3. On all nights we do not dip even once. 
Why dip the greens twice on this night? 
4. On all nights we eat sitting or leaning. 
Why do we all lean this night? 
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These questions are answered in the lengthy text of the narra- 
tive, first in a general way and then more specifically. 


We were once the slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord 
our God brought us out from there with a mighty hand and 
outstretched arm. Had not God brought our fathers out of 
Egypt, our children and grandchildren would still be en- 
slaved to a Pharaoh in Egypt. Even if we all were wise and 
intelligent, learned and versed in the Torah, it would never- 
theless be our duty to tell about the exodus from Egypt. The 
more anyone discusses the exodus from Egypt, the more 
praise he deserves. 


The thing that is celebrated on Passover night and that makes 
this night different from all others is the fact that “we were once 
the slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord our God brought us out 
from there.” 

This general answer is then repeated, enlarged, and illustrated 
by various passages of the Bible that are read, linked together, and 
interpreted by the midrashic method. Here are the more detailed 
replies. 

Why eat the Passover lamb? “Because God passed over the 
houses of our fathers in Egypt, as it is written: “You shall say: It is the 
Passover offering (pesah) in honor of the Lord, who passed over (pa- 
sah) the houses of the children of Israel in Egypt when he smote the 
Egyptians and spared our houses. The people bowed and worshiped’ 
(Ex 12:27).” 

Why eat unleavened bread? “Because the supreme King of 
kings, the Holy One, blessed be he, revealed himself to our fathers 
and redeemed them even before their dough had time to ferment, as 
it is written: ‘They baked matzoth of the unleavened dough which 
they had brought out of Egypt; they were thrust out of Egypt and 
could not wait, nor had they prepared any food for their journey’ 
(Ex 12:39).” | 

Why eat bitter herbs? “Because the Egyptians embittered the 
lives of our fathers in Egypt, as it is written: ‘They made life bitter for 
them with hard labor, with mortar and bricks, and with all kinds of 
work in the fields; whatever work they imposed on them was rigor- 
ous and harsh’ (Ex 1:14).”’ 

Why drink while leaning on one’s elbow? “It is our duty to thank 
and praise, laud and glorify, extol and honor, exalt and adore him 
who performed all these miracles for our fathers and for us. He 
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brought us out of slavery into freedom, out of grief into joy, out of 
mourning into festivity, out of darkness into great light, out of sub- 
jection into redemption. Let us recite a new song before him! Hal- 
leluyah, praise the Lord!”’ 

The joy felt at the freedom bestowed by the Passover events is 
expressed in the course of the supper by four cups of wine: the first 
accompanying the qaddesh, the second the maggid, the third the 
barek, and the fourth the hallel. A cup of wine is a sign of joy because 
“wine gladdens the heart of man” (Ps 104:15). The four cups symbol- 
ize an unparalleled, supreme fullness of joy (the number four, being 
the number of the letters in the Tetragram, which no one may utter, 
is a symbol of totality). 


c) The Four Models of the Human Person 

In addition to being a memorial of freedom bestowed, the Pass- 
over meal is a tool for learning, for what actually exists is not free- 
dom but human beings who seek and defend it. The main purpose of 
the haggadah, the composition of which shows a great deal of peda- 
gogical insight, is to stir up in the children, year after year, a passion- 
ate love for this inalienable value. I pointed out above that the chil- 
dren play a central part in the narrative section, for it is the youngest 
present who puts a series of questions which the head of the house- 
hold and the other guests answer in the form of professions of faith 
(“We were slaves in Egypt”), passages from the Bible (Jos 24:2-4; Gen 
15:13-14; Ex 8ff. on the ten plagues, and so on), midrashic parables, 
symbolical explanations (of pesah, massah, and maror; Rabban Ga- 
maliel, Paul’s teacher, used to say: “Whoever has not explained 
these three things on Passover has not fulfilled his duty”), and the 
singing of hymns and psalms. The entire set of answers is formulated 
and, as it were, measured out in such a way that the children will 
grasp the true meaning of pesah and become, ideally, “men and 
women of freedom.” 

The narrator tells of four sons who are four figures or arche- 
types: one is wise (hakam), one evil (rasha‘), one simple, and one 
unable to ask questions. The positive archetype is the first, the nega- 
tive the second; every Jew and indeed every human being has the 
potentiality for becoming the one or the other. 

The wise son is the one who knows Passover and experiences 
freedom and joy; he is a person who asks the right questions and 
finds the right answers. He asks: “What is the meaning of all the laws 
and statutes that the Lord our God has commanded us?’”® There can 
be only one answer: “Explain to him the laws concerning the Pass- 
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over”; in other words, let him enter ever more fully into the reality of 
pesah, which is the foundation and home of freedom and truth. 

The evil son is just the opposite: he pays no heed to Passover and 
has no experience of freedom. He is incapable of “asking” and there- 
fore of learning. 


The evil son asks: “What does this service mean to you?” By 
the expression “to you” he implies that this service means 
nothing to him. Since he excludes himself from the commu- 
nity and denies God, tell him bluntly: “This is on account of 
what the Lord did for me when I came out of Egypt.” For me, 
not for him; had he been there, he would not have been 
liberated. 


Observe the definition given here of wickedness (rasha‘): the bad 
person is not one who acts wickedly but one who lacks freedom 
(“Had he been there, he would not have been liberated’’). (The Ital- 
ian word for “evil,” cattivo, reflects something of this; in keeping 
with its Latin origin in captivus [one who has been taken, and re- 
mains, a prisoner], cattivo means a slave and therefore someone 
hampered, cut off, handicapped.) Wickedness springs not so much 
from freedom as from a state of existential deficiency; before being 
an ethical error it is an anthropological sickness and should therefore 
spur others to mercy and solidarity rather than ostracization and 
condemnation. 

If the wise son and the wicked son represent two human possibil- 
ities, the simple son and the son who is unable to ask questions 
represent two pedagogical situations in which the one or the other 
possibility is actualized. The simple son is the superficial person who 
is incapable of “real questions” and therefore of developing, chang- 
ing, and following a new path. He is the person who indeed asks: 
“What does this mean?” but the question is a rhetorical ploy and 
does not reflect a real sense of need. He is the person who thinks he 
knows and, victimized by his own self-delusion, is condemned to 
ignorance. 


No one sins deliberately or deliberately does ugly and evil 
actions; all who do ugly and evil actions do them out of 
ignorance. For no one who knows or believes that there are 
better actions than those he does and that such actions are 
possible for him, will continue to do the ones he does when 
he has the possibility of doing better ones. If he allows him- 


166 JEWISH PRAYER 


self to be conquered by himself, the only cause can be igno- 
rance; if he succeeds in overcoming himself, the only cause 
can be wisdom.”® 


The simple son is therefore one in danger of becoming “wicked”; it is 
the “path missed,” an “erroneous pedagogy,” that produces the 
“evil” son (rasha‘), the wicked person, and evil-doing. 

The son “who is not able to ask a question” is a son who knows 
that he does not know, but is ready to learn. “As for the son who is 
not able to ask a question, you must open up the subject to him, as it 
is written: ‘You shall tell your son on that day: This is on account of 
what the Lord did for me when I came out of Egypt’ (Ex 13:8).” This 
son represents the “right path,” the “successful pedagogy,” that 
leads to experience of the exodus and of freedom. He represents the 
right relationship to life and to God himself. 


Rabbi Levi Yishag of Berditchev reached the part of the hag- 
gadah that tells of the four sons; when he read the passage 
on the fourth son, the one who is not able to ask a question, 
he said: “I, Levi Yishag of Berditchev, am the one who is 
unable to ask a question. I do not know how to speak to you, 
Lord of the world, but even if I did, I would be unable to do 
it. How could I dare ask you... why we are driven from 
exile to exile, or why our enemies are able to torment us so 
greatly.” But the haggadah cites the Torah, “You shall tell 
your son...” and thus obliges the father of the son who is 
unable to ask a question to give an answer to the son. There- 
fore Levi Yishaq of Berditchev said: “Lord of the world, am I 
not your son?”’*” 


The wise are those who, like Rabbi Levi Yishaq, are so conscious 
of the mystery of the world that they do not know “what to ask.” At 
the same time, however, they are so trusting in these matters that 
they allow themselves to be constantly educated and changed. Wis- 
dom dwells in the hearts of those who are sensitive to and receptive 
of the mystery; wickedness dwells in the hearts of those who think 
themselves self-sufficient but are ignorant. 


d) Dayyenu 

The “wise” human beings whom the haggadah proposes as the 
only valid anthropological model are characterized by a basic realiza- 
tion: that their worth consists not in what they do but in what is done 
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to them. Before being active subjects, the “wise” understand them- 
selves to be the objects of attentive love; they undergo a radical shift 
of center from themselves to another in whom they believe and to 
whom they abandon themselves. The haggadah is the enthusiastic 
retelling of this surprising and liberating event: “I took your father 
Abraham from the other side of the river and led him through all the 
land of Canaan”; “This promise has sustained our fathers and us. For 
not only one enemy has risen against us; in every generation men 
rise against us to destroy us, but the Holy One saves us from their 
hand”; “I made you thrive like a plant of the field; you grew up and 
became tall and beautiful; your breasts were formed and your hair 
grew long; but you were bare and naked”; “The Lord brought us out 
of Egypt with a mighty hand and outstretched arm, with great awe, 
signal acts and wonders’’; “I will pass through the land of Egypt that 
night, myself and not an angel; I will strike down all the firstborn in 
the land of Egypt, myself and not a seraph; on all the gods of Egypt I 
will execute judgments, myself and not a messenger; I am the Lord, I 
and none else.” The emphasis is evidently on God, whose unmerited 
love and mighty deeds are being celebrated. 

When the men and women of the Bible discover themselves to 
be objects of love, they also discover themselves to be capable of 
rejoicing and enjoyment; this indeed is the secret and meaning of 
their wisdom. However dark their days may be, however bitter their 
enslavement, however powerful “the pharaoh of Egypt,” God never 
forgets “their affliction, their cries, their sufferings” (see Ex 3:7). 
They are therefore able to find meaning in every circumstance, 
without mourning for the past or escaping into the future. All this is 
suggested in the splendid Dayyenu (“That would have been enough 
for us”), which is sung before the Allelujah psalms: 


God has bestowed many favors on us. 
Had he brought us out of Egypt 
And not punished the Egyptians, Dayyenu. 


Had he punished the Egyptians, 
And not castigated their gods, Dayyenu. 


Had he castigated their gods, 
And not put to death their firstborn, Dayyenu. 


Had he put to death their firstborn, 
And not given us of their wealth, Dayyenu. 


Had he given us of their wealth, 
And not split the Red Sea for us, Dayyenu. 
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Had he split the Red Sea for us, 
And not led us through it dryshod, Dayyenu. 


Had he led us through it dryshod, 
And not engulfed our foes in it, Dayyenu. 


Had he engulfed our foes in it, 
And not sustained us in wasteland, Dayyenu. 


Had he sustained us in wasteland, 
And not fed us with the manna, Dayyenu. 


Had he fed us with the manna, 
And not given us the Sabbath, Dayyenu. 


Had he given us the Sabbath, 
And not brought us to Mount Sinai, Dayyenu. 


Had he brought us to Mount Sinai, 
And not given us the Torah, Dayyenu. 


Had he given us the Torah, 
And not brought us to Israel, Dayyenu. 


Had he brought us to Israel, 
And not built the Temple for us, Dayyenu. 


Dayyenu: this one word, this simple refrain, sums the whole of 
biblical anthropology, an anthropology that is based on the unmer- 
ited and substitutes “I am given” for “Iam owed,” and that kills at its 
root the desire for “more” and the logic of possession. It teaches 
contentment with the “moment,” not in order to renounce the “‘bet- 
ter” but because the “better” may be found in every moment. 

These words might seem a rhetorical exaggeration were it not 
for the testimony of millions upon millions of Jews down the centu- 
ries who never ceased to sing the Dayyenu, even in the ghettoes and 
concentration camps. In their mouths it expressed not the nihilistic 
illusion that turns everything to absurdity, but the flash of meaning 
glimpsed beyond all the meaninglessness and giving the courage for 
continued belief and struggle. 

This “flash of meaning” not only inspires journeys of hope and 
liberation; it also fills the soul with inexpressible ‘joy, peace, and 
gratitude, as can be seen from the following passage that comes near 
the end of the seder: 
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Were our mouth filled with song as the sea [is with water], 
and our tongue with ringing praise as the roaring waves: 
were our lips full of adoration as the wide expanse of 
heaven, and our eyes sparkling like the sun or the moon: 
were our hands spread out in prayer as the eagles of the sky 
and our feet as swift as the deer—we should still be unable 
to thank thee and bless thy name, Lord our God and God of 
our, fathers, for one thousandth of the countless millions 
of favors which thou hast conferred on our fathers and 
on us. ... 

Therefore, the limbs which thou hast branched out in 
us, the spirit and soul which thou hast breathed into our 
nostrils, and the tongue which thou hast placed in our 
mouth, shall all thank and bless, praise and glorify, extol 
and revere, hallow and do homage to thy name, our King. 


Ill. THE LITURGY OF THE SYNAGOGUE 


Jews pray not only privately and with the family but also with 
the community in the synagogue. “Synagogue” (from Greek syn + 
agoge, “a bringing together, an assembly”) is a translation of the 
Hebrew bet ha-keneset, “house of assembly.” Not without reason has 
the modern state of Israel chosen for its parliament this ancient name 
that arose during the Diaspora. 

Unlike the tempie, which is defined by its place and its sacral 
character, the synagogue refers to the community, which gives it its 
meaning and substance. Whenever a group of individuals gather to 
pray and to hear and study the Torah, there is a “synagogue,” no 
matter what the place or its size. 

The principal characteristics of the synagogue are reducible to 
three. The first is its lay character. In the synagogue, “priests” and 
‘“‘Levites’’—those who by reason of birth and caste were in charge of 
public worship—are on the same level as everyone else and enjoy no 
special privileges. Everyone, regardless of role or social class, can 
lead the prayer, intone a hymn, read the Torah, or address the group, 
provided only he have reached a certain age (12/13 years) and have 
the ability to do the job. 

The second characteristic, which derives from the first, is the 
sense of equality. In the synagogue there are no special hierarchies, 
and all have the same rights and duties. This is why many people, 
such as Salomon Freehof, one of the most influential rabbis in Ameri- 
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can Reformed Judaism, like to say that the experience of democracy 
began in the synagogue.” 

The third characteristic has to do with the indispensable mini- 
mum number of participants required for a “synagogue”: ten adult 
males (minyan) who through their confirmation (their bar miswah 
ceremony) have become full-fledged members of the community. 
The minyan is not only important but it is the only condition re- 
quired for celebration of synagogal worship. 

Worship is conducted in the synagogue daily and on the occa- 
sion of special events. Though the structure of the celebration is 
always fundamentally the same, there are always also slight differ- 
ences and various kinds of additions. 


|. Weekdays 


Worship is celebrated in the synagogue in the morning (shahrit), 
afternoon (minhah) and evening (ma‘ariv). In addition to the recita- 
tion of the shema‘ and tefillah and the reading of the Torah (the 
geri’at Torah, which for reasons of time is celebrated only in the 
morning on Tuesday, Thursday, and the Sabbath), there are other 
prayers, as the following outline shows: 


I. Shahrit (Morning Liturgy) 
1. Benedictions and introductory psalms 

. Qaddish 
Shema‘ (with the benedictions and precede and follow) 
Tefillah 
Qaddish 
‘Alenu 
. Qaddish for mourners 
. Final prayers 
II. Nich (Afternoon Liturgy) 

1. Psalm 

2. Qaddish 

3. Tefillah 

4. ‘Alenu 

5. Qaddish 
II. Maʻariv (Evening Liturgy) 
Short readings from the Psalms 
Shema‘ 
Tefillah 
Qaddish 
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5. ‘Alenu 
6. Qaddish (mourners’) 


a) The Qaddish 

Among the prayers listed the Qaddish and the ‘Alenu are espe- 
cially important. 

There are three liturgical prayers that derive their name from 
the word qadosh, “holy”: the qedushah, the giddush, and the qad- 
dish. The qedushah is built around the threefold “Holy” of Isaiah 6 
and is recited several times a day in the tefillah. The qiddush is the 
prayer sanctifying the sabbath and feast days; it is recited over a cup 
of wine, which symbolizes the new reality that lies ahead. Finally, 
the qaddish is the best-known doxology of the Jewish liturgy. 

The gaddish, now “a great pillar of Judaism,’’*? has a complex 
history that is not easy to retrace. It proclaims the holiness of God, 
praises his greatness, and asks him to bestow on the world the fulness 
of consolation and peace: 


Reader: Magnified and sanctified be his great Name in 
the world which he hath created according to his will. May 
he establish his kingdom during your life and during your 
days, and during the life of all the house of Israel, even 
speedily and at a near time, and say ye, Amen. 

Congregation and Reader: Let his great name be blessed 
for ever and to all eternity. 

Reader: Blessed, praised and glorified, exalted, extolled 
and honoured, magnified and lauded be the Name of the 
Holy One, blessed be he; though he be high above all the 
blessings and hymns, praises and consolations, which are 
uttered in the world; and say ye, Amen (107). 

Reader: May there be abundant peace from heaven, and 
life for us and for all Israel; and say ye, Amen. 

Congregation: Amen. 

Reader: He who maketh peace in his high places, may 
he make peace for us and for all Israel; and say ye, Amen. 

Congregation: Amen (207) 

Reader: Bless ye the Lord, who is to be blessed. 

Congregation: Blessed is the Lord who is to be blessed 
for ever and ever. (109).°° 


According to scholars, the essential and oldest part of this prayer 
is the response of the congregation: “Let his-great name be blessed for 
ever and to all eternity,” which is a citation from Daniel 2:20. 
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The remainder of the text (it is said) was added at later periods 
and for various reasons, around these central words. According to 
one probable reconstruction, the qaddish was formed in three stages. 
Initially, and in the form it had at that time, it would have been used 
as a brief closing formula at the end of a biblical reading or a homi- 
letic commentary, as can be seen from the following prayer ‘al Yis- 
ra’el we-‘al rabbenu: 


For Israel and for our teachers, for their disciples and for all 
the disciples of their disciples, for those who study, here or 
elsewhere: may they receive abundant peace, favor, grace, 
and mercy; may they receive prosperity and deliverance 
from the Father of heaven and earth. And say ye, Amen.” 


Later on, the gaddish passed from the academic setting to the 
synagogue, where it became the formula for ending either the entire 
liturgical service or its principal parts (for example, after the prelimi- 
nary benedictions and after the shema‘ and tefillah). 

In a third phase, it became the supreme prayer of mourners, 
being recited by children after the death of their parents, a spouse 
after the death of the partner, and a parent after the death of one of 
the children. It is not easy, indeed, to explain how the qaddish, in 
which there is no mention of death, should have become the prayer 
par excellence of “orphans” (qaddish yatom). It is thought that there 
were two basic reasons or considerations at work. The first is the 
obligation of praising God at all times, even in time of trial, as with 
Job: “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the 
name of the Lord” (Job 1:21). Praise of God at the departure of a loved 
one represents an act of faith and of abandonment to the divine will; 
it is even the purest and most disinterested act of faith. But, besides 
expressing an unconditional abandonment to God’s sovereign will, 
the gaddish is also implicitly an act of faith in the resurrection of the 
dead. For in fact the petition for the “kingdom” (‘‘May he establish 
his kingdom during your life and the life of all the house of Israel, 
even speedily and at a near time”), a petition that includes the es- 
chatological victory of God over every evil, is closely connected with 
the resurrection of the dead and the victory over death: “Death shall 
be no more” (Rev 21:4). “After praising the Name of God and asking 
for the coming of the divine reign, mourners allude indirectly to the 
resurrection and the victory over death, although these terms are not 
explicitly used in the liturgical text.’’%? 

Whatever its historical development, the qaddish is presently 
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used in five forms: 1) the qaddish de-rabban (the qaddish of teachers), 
which is recited after a talmudic reading in the presence of a minyan 
or quorum of ten adult males; 2) the gaddish shalem (the full qad- 
dish), which is recited by a reader at the end of an important segment 
of the liturgy, especially the tefillah; 3) the hasi qaddish (the half- 
gaddish), which is recited by a reader at the end of short segments of 
the liturgy; 4) the qaddish yatom (the qaddish of ‘‘orphans”’), which is 
recited at the end of the synagogue service by mourners who have 
lost a loved one; and 5) the qaddish de-ithadta (the qaddish for fu- 
nerals), which is recited at the cemetery when the body is interred. 

It is not possible to overestimate the importance of the qaddish 
in the Jewish tradition. “The Kaddish prayer, binding the genera- 
tions together in love and respect, has been described as a sacred 
thread in Israel. The Kaddish makes the hearts of parents and chil- 
dren beat in eternal unison.” 


b) The ‘Aienu 

Ever since the sixteenth century, on weekdays and feast days 
alike, the synagogue service ends with the prayer known as the 
‘alenu from its opening word, which means “‘it is our duty.” The 
prayer proclaims God to be supreme King of the universe and God of 
the entire reunified human race. 

Scholars disagree on the origin of the prayer. While tradition 
likes to attribute it to Joshua, who (it is said) composed it at the time 
of the entrance into the land of Canaan, historical research traces it 
back to Rav Abba Areka (160-247 A.D.), the founder of the Babylo- 
nian synagogue in Sura and a disciple of Yuda ha-Nasi, who com- 
piled the Mishnah.* Rabbi Hertz regards the ‘alenu as “not only one 
of the noblest of our prayers, but also one of the oldest.’’* He cites 
Moses Mendelssohn, the philosopher and father of the Jewish En- 
lightenment, who says: “A proof of its [the ‘alenu’s] age [is] the fact, 
that there is no mention in it of the restoration of the Temple and the 
Jewish State, which would scarcely have been omitted had it been 
composed after their destruction.”°° 

Here is the text of the prayer: 


It is our duty to praise the Lord of all things, to ascribe great- 
ness to him who formed the world in the beginning, since he 
hath not made us like the nations of other lands, and hath 
not placed us like other families of the earth, since he hath 
not assigned unto us a portion as unto them, nor a jot as unto 
all their multitude. For we bend the knee and offer worship 
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and thanks before the supreme King of kings, the Holy One, 
blessed be he, who stretched forth the heavens and laid the 
foundations of the earth, the seat of whose glory is in the 
heavens above, and the abode of whose might is in the loft- 
iest heights. He is our God; there is none else: in truth he is 
our King; there is none besides him; as it is written in his 
Torah, And thou shalt know this day, and lay it to thine 
heart, that the Lord he is God in heaven above and upon the 
earth beneath: there is none else. 

We therefore hope in thee, O Lord our God, that we 
may speedily behold the glory of thy might, when thou wilt 
remove the abominations from the earth, and heathendom 
will be utterly destroyed, when the world will be perfected 
under the kingdom of the Almighty, and all the children of 
flesh will call upon thy Name, when thou wilt turn unto 
thyself all the evil-doers upon earth. Let all the inhabitants 
of the earth perceive and know that unto thee every knee 
must bow, every tongue must swear allegiance. Before thee, 
O Lord our God, let them bow and worship; and unto thy 
glorious name let them give honour; let them all accept the 
yoke of thy kingdom, and do thou reign over them speedily, 
and for ever and ever. For the kingdom is thine, and to all 
eternity thou wilt reign in glory; as it is written in thy Torah, 
The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. And it is said, And 
the Lord shall be king over all the earth: in that day shall the 
Lord be One, and his Name One (209-11). 


The prayer has two parts: the first develops the theme of elec- 
tion, the second that of universal messianism. The main statement 
regarding election is the opening one in which God is praised be- 
cause “he hath not made us like the nations of other lands, and hath 
not placed us like other families of the earth, since he hath not as- 
signed unto us a portion as unto them, nor a lot as unto all their 
multitude.” 

These words express with almost unparalleled clarity Israel’s 
consciousness of being a chosen people. They have also, however, 
given rise to numerous misunderstandings in the course of history, 
especially because of the contempt they seem to inculcate toward 
pagan peoples. For this reason, the Reformed liturgies have chosen to 
change the text, substituting phraseology that is more general and 
shows greater tolerance. 

The statement regarding universal messianism is found in the 
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words that are rightly regarded as the center of the entire prayer: 
“when the world will be perfected under the kingdom of the Al- 
mighty (le-taqen ‘olam be-malkut shadday).” There are two possible 
interpretations: the prayer is that the world may be disposed to re- 
ceive the reign of the Almighty, or that the world may change for the 
sake of the reign of the Almighty. But both interpretations preserve 
the essential point: the reign of God comes about when human be- 
ings are ready to collaborate with him. God’s reign, the kingdom of 
wholeness and peace, replaces the reign of human beings, a reign of 
injustice and violence, if God’s plan is accepted by human wills and 
becomes their food and nourishment. According to the gospel story, 
Jesus liked to speak of himself as one whose “food” was to do the 
Father’s will (see Jn 4:34) and whose will and activity were at one 
with the Father’s plan. When this identification takes place, the new 
world, the messianic world, is born, as it was for Jesus: “The blind 
receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the 
deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news 
preached to them” (Mt 11:5). 

The central message of the ‘alenu is this proclamation of a radi- 
cally renewed world, when the “abominations” and “heathendom” 
will disappear. 

The contrast between the people of Israel and the pagans applies 
first of all to Jews. That is, Jews, like “pagans,” must free themselves 
from false gods. “Paganism” (that is, evil) is found not outside Israel 
(or the Church) but within its unpurified heart. 


2. The Sabbath 


The synagogue is attended not only on weekdays but also and 
above all on the sabbath. On this day the liturgy is enriched by 
symbolic elements and special texts, the most important of which 
are the qabbalat shabbat (‘welcoming of the sabbath”’), the nishmat 
kol hay (“the breath of every living thing”), and the reading of 
the Torah. 


a) The Gabbalat shabbat 

As the name indicates (literally “reception or welcoming of the 
sabbath”), this is a set of psalms and poetic compositions that are 
recited in the synagogue on Friday evening, as the opening of the 
feast of the sabbath. 

The sabbath is the bride which Israel, the husband, welcomes 
with joy because she is resplendent with beauty and a source of 
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delight. The qabbalat shabbat has the following as its main elements: 
1) six introductory Psalms (95-99 and 29), selected by Moses of Cor- 
doba, a Cabalist of the Luria school; 2) the mystical song Leka dodi 
(“Come, my beloved”), composed by Rabbi Solomon Halevy Alka- 
betz, a disciple of Luria; 3) Psalms 92 and 93 as concluding psalms; 
and 4) in some communities, the reading of the Song of Songs. 

The six introductory psalms each represent a workday. They 
praise God as creator of the universe and look forward to the happi- 
ness of the messianic age, of which the sabbath is a reflection and a 
pledge. 

Next comes the singing of the Leka dodi liqra’at kalah (‘‘Come, 
my beloved ... welcome Bride Sabbath”), which hymns the praises 
of the sabbath as bride and queen of Israel: 


Come my beloved, with chorus of praise, 
Welcome Bride Sabbath, the Queen of the days. 


“Keep and remember”!—in One divine Word 
He that is One, made His will heard: 
One is the name of Him, One is the Lord! 

His are the fame and the glory and praise! 


Sabbath, to welcome thee, joyous we haste; 

Fountain of blessing from ever thou wast— 

First in God’s planning, thou fashioned the last, 
Crown of His handiwork, chiefest of days. 


City of holiness, filled are the years: 
Up from thine overthrow! Forth from thy fears! 
Long hast thou dwelt in the valley of tears, 

Now shall God’s tenderness shepherd thy ways. 


Rise, O my folk, from the dust of the earth: 

Garb thee in raiment beseeming thy worth: 

Nigh draws the hour of the Bethlehemite’s birth, 
Freedom who bringeth, and glorious days. 


Wake and bestir thee, for come is thy light! 

Up! With thy shining, the world shall be bright: 

sing! For thy Lord is revealed in His might— 
Thine is the splendour His glory displays! 
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“Be not ashamed,” saith the Lord, “nor distressed; 
Fear not and doubt not. The people oppressed, 
Zion, My city, in thee shall find rest— 

Thee, that anew on thy ruins I raise.” 


“Those that despoiled thee shall plundered be, 
Routed all those who showed no ruth; 
God shall exult and rejoice in thee, 

Joyful as bridegroom with bride of youth.” 


Stretch out thy borders to left and to right; 

Fear but the Lord, Whom to fear is delight— 

The man, son of Perez, shall gladden our sight, 
And we shall rejoice to the fulness of days. 


Come in thy joyousness, Crown of thy lord, 
Come, bringing peace to the folk of the Word; 
Come where the faithful in gladsome accord, 

Hail thee as Sabbath-bride, Queen of the days. 


Come where the faithful are hymning thy praise; 
Come as a bride cometh, Queen of the days! (357-59).°’ 


The poem consists of a refrain (““Come, my beloved, with chorus 
of praise, /Welcome Bride Sabbath, the Queen of the days’’) and nine 
stanzas, which in Hebrew form an acrostic spelling the author’s 
name. It is inspired by the Song of Songs and a Talmudic parable. 
According to the latter, on Friday evenings Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi 
Yannai used to don festive attire and say to their friends: ‘‘Come, let 
us go out to meet the Sabbath, our Queen, our betrothed!” And the 
friends would reply: “Enter, Sabbath, our Queen, our betrothed. ””® 

The poem is about two personages: Israel and the Sabbath, who 
are represented by the two lovers of the Song of Songs, the bride- 
groom being Israel and the Sabbath the bride. In the opening two 
verses, the poet addresses the bridegroom (“My beloved”) and urges 
him to go out to meet the bride: “Welcome the Sabbath.” (“Wel- 
come” is in the plural because the poet, as a member of the people 
and its spokesman, feels himself to be the bridegroom of the Sab- 
bath.) In the next-to-last stanza he addresses the Sabbath: “Come in 
thy joyousness. .. .”’ Like the Song of Songs, the poem is an invitation 
to bridegroom and bride to come together and engage in dialogue, for 
from their meeting comes shalom, “peace.” 
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Between the opening invitation to the bridegroom and the clos- 
ing one to the bride lies the body of the poem, which speaks of the 
beauty of the “bride,” that is, the riches of the Sabbath (‘fountain of 
blessing. ... First in God’s planning, thou fashioned the last”) and of 
the welcome the bridegroom should give her (‘Wake and bestir 
thee!...Up!...Sing!...Benot ashamed .. .”). In addition to calling 
upon the bridegroom to welcome the bride/Sabbath, the poet offers 
reasons: the bride/Sabbath, which is God’s image, brings salvation 
(‘Now shall God’s tenderness shepherd thy ways”), redemption 
(“Freedom who bringeth”), glory (“With thy shining, the world shall 
be bright”), victory (‘Those that despoiled thee shall plundered be”), 
joy (“God shall exult and rejoice in thee, Joyful as bridegroom with 
bride of youth”), expansion (“Stretch out thy borders to right and to 
left”), and so on. As in fairy tale, the Sabbath has power to transform 
her bridegroom Israel by bringing him the fullness of peace. 

This text, which Heinrich Heine called a “nuptial hymn, 
perhaps one of the finest pieces of religious poetry in existence, 
and despite its late origin and the opposition of circles not open to 
mysticism, became part of most Jewish rituals throughout the world. 

The rite of the gabbalat shabbat ends with the recitation of 
Psalm 92, the sabbath psalm par excellence (mizmor shir le-yom 
shabbat) and Psalm 93. The former is a hymn of praise to the Lord (“It 
is good to give thanks to the Lord, to sing praises to thy name, O Most 
High”), the latter a profession of faith in the lordship or kingship of 
God (“The Lord reigns; he is robed in majesty”). With these two 
psalms the entrance of the sabbath is regarded as accomplished: of 
that divine time which is the ground of human time and gives it its 
meaning. 


9939 ait 


13940 


b) Nishmat kol hay 

The sabbath liturgy begins on Friday evening with the gqabbalat 
shabbat; this is immediately followed by the evening service 
(ma‘ariv le-shabbat), which is the same as on other days except for 
some brief omissions and special additions (for example, the explicit 
reference to the sabbath in the tefillah, and the qiddush, which is 
said in the synagogue for the sake of those who could not say it 
at home). 

The next day’s prayer also follows the pattern of weekday 
prayer, except for some important variants in the morning (shaharit 
le-shabbat), afternoon (minhah le-shabbat), and evening (when the 
prayer is called mogse shabbat, “departure of the sabbath”’). 

In the morning service there is a new element: the prayer nish- 
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mat kol hay (“the breath of every living being”), which is an invita- 
tion to all creatures to praise and thank the Lord for his wonderful 
works of creative love: 


The breath of every living being shall bless thy Name, O 
Lord our God, and the spirit of all flesh shall ever extol and 
exalt thy fame, O our King. From everlasting to everlasting 
thou art God; and beside thee we have no King, O thou who 
redeemest and savest, settest free and deliverest, who sup- 
portest and pitiest in all times of distress; yea, we have no 
King but thee. 

Thou art God of the first and of the last ages, God of all 
creatures, Lord of all generations, adored in innumerable 
praises, guiding thy world with lovingkindness and thy 
creatures with tender mercies. The Lord slumbereth not 
nor sleepeth; he arouseth the sleepers and awakeneth the 
slumberers; he maketh the dumb to speak, setteth free the 
prisoners, supporteth the falling, and raiseth up those who 
are bowed down. 

To thee alone we give thanks... (417).*’ 


This is a very ancient hymn, which a strange legend traces back 
to the Apostle Peter, who, it is said, composed it as a sign of his 
repentance after having denied the Messiah (Mt 26:72-74). Although 
the legend lacks any historical basis, it bears witness to the antiquity 
of the prayer, which is attested in the Talmud (Pesahim 118a and 
Berakot 59b) and must have been known as early as the first century 
of the Christian era.*? 

The morning liturgy of the sabbath is characterized not only by 
the poem nishmat kol hay but by an expansion of the first of the two 
benedictions that precede the shema‘. This benediction is a hymn of 
praise to God for his creation of light, which in turn symbolizes the 
universe as a whole; on the sabbath this theme is enriched by an 
explicit reference to the institution of the sabbath: 


[All the hosts on high render praise ...] to the God who 
rested from all his works, and on the seventh day exalted 
himself and sat upon the throne of his glory. With beauty 
did he robe the day of rest, and called the Sabbath day a 
delight. This is the great distinction of the Sabbath day, that 
God rested thereon from all his work, when the Sabbath day 
itself offered praise and said “A Psalm, a song of the Sabbath 
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day, It is good to give thanks unto the Lord.” Therefore let 
all creatures glorify and bless God; let them render praise, 
honour and greatness to the God and King who is Creator of 
all things, and who, in his holiness, giveth an inheritance of 
rest to his people Israel on the holy Sabbath day. Thy Name, 
O Lord our God, shall be hallowed, and thy fame, O our 
King, shall be proclaimed in heaven above and on the earth 
beneath. Be thou blessed, O our Saviour, for the excellency 
of thy handiwork, and for the bright luminaries which thou 
hast made (431). 


God is here blessed for the gift of the sabbath, which is the 
crown, memorial, and image of creation’s splendor. 


c) The Reading of the Torah 

The sabbath is devoted in a special way to the reading of the 
Torah; on this day the reading is longer and more solemn, both in the 
passages selected and in the prayers that accompany it. 

The Torah is read from handwritten parchment scrolls that are 
kept wrapped, usually in velvet, and decorated with ornamentations 
and little bells of silver or some other precious material. The scrolls 
are kept in a suitable place known as the ’aron ha-qodesh (“sacred 
ark”), a kind of tabernacle that is almost always artistically deco- 
rated and constitutes the ideal center of the synagogue and of the 
congregation’s attention. When the ark is opened, the reader and the 
congregation join in singing some verses from Numbers and Isaiah;** 
as the scroll of the Torah is being carried from the ark to the podium 
where it is to be read aloud, those present continue to sing God’s 
praises: 


Thine, O Lord, is the greatness, and the power, and the 
glory, and the victory, and the majesty: for all that is in the 
heaven and in the earth is thine; thine, O Lord, is the king- 
dom, and the supremacy as head over all. Exalt ye the Lord 
our God, and worship in his temple: holy is he. Exalt ye the 
Lord our God, and worship at his holy mount; for the Lord 
our God is holy (481-83). 


When the scroll has reached the podium, the reading is pro- 
claimed by a duly prepared lector (ba‘al gore’ or ba‘al geri’ah). In 
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antiquity, almost any one could be invited to read the Torah, as we 
see from Megillah 23a, but as time passed, only an expert was capa- 
ble of giving a correct textual and thematic reading of a biblical text 
that is unvocalized and unpunctuated. 

The reading of the Torah is followed by the reading of the haf- 
tarah (a passage from the prophetic books), which nowadays is taken 
not from a handwritten scroll but from an ordinary printed text. The 
difference here between parashah and haftarah is meant to highlight 
the different levels of importance between the various parts of the 
Bible: first the Pentateuch (Torah), then the prophets, and third the 
so-called Hagiographa. 

On the Sabbath the Torah is read not only in the morning service 
but in the afternoon service as well. The usual practice is to repeat 
the morning passages in the afternoon and to go into them more 
deeply by means of discussion and comparison with the rabbinical 
writings. 

In some months, especially the summer months, the deeper un- 
derstanding of the Bible is obtained with the help of the Pirke ’Avot, 
one of the important tractates of the Mishnah; it consists of series of 
religious and moral sayings attributed to the great teachers or fathers 
of pre-Christian Judaism and Judaism in the period immediately fol- 
lowing on the coming of Christianity. Here, by way of example, are 
some sayings of Hillel, who died in 10 B.C. and was thus almost a 
contemporary of Christ: 


Hillel said, Separate not thyself from the congregation; trust 
not in thyself until the day of thy death; judge not thy fel- 
low-man until thou art come into his place; and say not 
anything which cannot be understood at once, in the hope 
that it will be understood in the end; neither say, When I 
have leisure I will study; perchance thou wilt have no 
leisure. 

He used to say, An empty-headed man cannot be a sin- 
fearing man, nor can an ignorant person be truly pious, nor 
can the diffident learn, nor the passionate teach, nor is ev- 
eryone who excels in business wise. In a place where there 
are no men, strive to be a man.” 


By means of such simple and immediately comprehensible say- 
ings as these, Jews seek to remain faithful to their spiritual identity as 
people open to the voice of God and to tradition. 
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d) The Musaf 

In addition to some variations and special additions that are 
inserted into the normal structure of daily prayer, the sabbath ser- 
vice in the synagogue is enriched with a special and entirely new 
section, known as the musaf, which is located after the reading of the 
Torah in the morning service. Musaf means “‘added”’; this ““comple- 
mentary” prayer consists of a tefillah of seven benedictions, a qedu- 
shah that is fuller and more developed than the usual one (it is there- 
fore called qedushah rabbah), and some songs and hymns on the 
subject of the divine oneness and glory. 

The musaf was added in the course of history as a memorial of 
the supplementary sacrifice that had been offered in the temple on 
the sabbath (see Num 28:9-10), and is already attested in the Mish- 
nah (Berakot 4, 7, and Ta‘anit 4, 1). It has been removed from the 
Reformed liturgies as being redundant (a variant of the preceding 
tefillah) and because its reference to the temple sacrifices is regarded 
as now dated and outmoded. Other liturgies, however, have pre- 
ferred to retain and modify it, keeping its historical character but 
actualizing it in reference to present conditions: “May your will, O 
Lord our God, be that we may return in joy to our country and find a 
dwelling within its borders, where our fathers offered ritual sacrifice 
to you: = 

The feast of the sabbath ends in the evening with the havdalah 
prayer. While this (like the giddush) is recited in the synagogue for 
the sake of those not able to recite it at home, its proper and original 
setting is the home and family. The family, with its concrete, daily 
reality, is the ideal place for Jews to encounter the sabbath, to con- 
template its beauty, and to let themselves be transformed by its 
meaning as the week goes on. 


3. Special Events 


In Judaism as in all religions, birth, the attainment of adulthood, 
marriage, and death are important moments to be marked by com- 
munal and synagogal prayer. 

On such occasions the family and the synagogue become the 
basic locations for the celebration. 

These events are distinguished less by special rites (most of 
which were taken over from the Semitic setting in which Judaism 
was born and reached its maturity) than by a special interpretation 
that Israel makes of them in the light of its own experience. From a 
literary point of view, this interpretation takes the form of a berakah, 
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a category we have discussed at length in this book. Jews pronounce 
a berakah over persons at birth or when they become adults, marry, 
or die. They thus link the event to the divine will, interpreting and 
accepting it in accordance with God’s intention, which gives the 
event its value and meaning. When thus interpreted, birth and life, 
growth and death transcend the level of simple “happening” and 
become projects to be carried out in a responsible way. 


a) The Berit-mila 

The liturgy that accompanies the birth of a male child is known 
as berit-mila (“covenant of circumcision’); by means of it the new- 
born boy becomes a “son of Abraham,” that is, beneficiary and heir 
of the blessings of the covenant. The rite is seen as originating di- 
rectly in God (Gen 17:9-12) and is performed eight days after birth. 
The male child is carried to the synagogue, where he is given a 
festive welcome with the words of Ps 118:26: “Blessed is he who 
enters in the name of the Lord!” The circumcision proper is then 
performed immediately by two qualified persons: the mohel (‘‘cir- 
cumciser’), who performs the little operation, and the sandaq 
(“sponsor”), who holds the child. Two chairs are placed for the cere- 
mony: one for the sandagq, the other for the prophet Elijah, who, 
according to popular tradition, is present at every circumcision to 
protect the child from possible dangers or mishaps. 

The rite of circumcision is accompanied by several benedictions 
that explain and interpret it. When the sandaq takes the child, the 
mohel prays: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who hast hallowed us by thy commandments, and hast given us 
command concerning the circumcision” (1027). At the end of the 
circumcision another benediction is said, this time by the child’s 
father: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
hast hallowed us by thy commandments, and hast commanded us to 
make our sons enter into the covenant of Abraham our Father.” 
Those present respond: “Even as this child has entered into the cove- 
nant, so may he enter into the Torah, the nuptial canopy, and into 
good deeds” (1097). 

The rite ends with a special giddush that is recited by the mohel: 


O our God and God of our fathers, preserve this child.... 
May his father and mother find joy in him. May they lov- 
ingly and wisely reveal to him the meaning of the covenant 
into which he has entered today, so that he may practice 
uprightness by seeking truth and walking in the ways of 
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peace. May this child grow as a human being and be a bless- 
ing to his family, the family of Israel, and the human family. 


The prayers bring out the meaning of circumcision. It is a bodily, 
and therefore irreversible, sign of membership in a people who are 
called to live according to the logic of the covenant. It is not a magical 
gesture but an “introduction” into a world that is both gift and task, 
enjoyment and collaboration; it opens the person to a way of life 
inspired by a “heart” that is not turned in upon itself but is in har- 
mony with the heart of God himself: “Circumcise therefore the fore- 
skin of your heart, and be no longer stubborn. For the Lord your 
God... executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves 
the sojourner, giving him food and clothing” (Deut 10:16-18). Cir- 
cumcision brings the person into the covenant and inspires him to 
make his heart like God’s by “executing justice for the fatherless,” 
and so on. 

In addition to the rite of circumcision, the Jewish tradition has 
developed a supplementary rite known as “The Redemption of the 
First-Born.” If the boy is a first-born child he is brought to the syna- 
gogue thirty-one days after birth to be “redeemed,” that is, in order 
to acknowledge that he belongs to the Lord and to be dedicated 
to him. 

Circumcision, which is explicitly attested in the gospels (Lk 
2:21) and fully documented in the Talmud (Shab. 137b), 


can be said to be the rite which Jews of every tendency have 
most faithfully preserved; despite persecutions, it has be- 
come the test of membership in the Jewish people and the 
sign of fidelity of those who know that, no matter what their 
circumstances, “the Jewish people live and will live 
eternally.’’*® 


b) The Bar miswah 

Bar miswah is the name given in the Talmud to the adult male 
Jew, who, as such, is obliged to every miswah (commandment) of the 
Torah. In time, the expression was applied to the ceremony at which, 
from the first centuries of the Christian era on, a Jewish boy became 
an adult and accepted the duties required by the Torah. The rite 
usually takes place in the synagogue on the first Saturday after the 
boy’s thirteenth birthday. On this occasion, the father recites a bene- 
diction in which he acknowledges his son’s full autonomy and de- 
clares his own role as educator to be now ended: “Blessed be he who 
hath freed me from the responsibility for this child” (491). The child 
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whose adulthood has been acknowledged leads the Friday evening 
and Saturday morning liturgy in whole or in part, and is called upon, 
for the first time in his life, to read a passage from the Torah. He 
blesses God “who hast chosen us from all peoples, and hast given us 
thy Torah” (487). 

In some communities the boy is also obliged to give a commen- 
tary on the text which he has read, or a more general and personal 
explanation in which he shows that he is aware of his new responsi- 
bilities. Among the Sephardic Jews, access to the adult state is signi- 
fied less by the reading of the Torah than by the wearing of the 
tefillin in the synagogue during morning prayer on weekdays. 

In recent times, especially among Liberal Jews, there has been 
celebrated, in addition to the bar miswah, a bat miswah (bat in Ara- 
majic is the feminine form of bar and means ‘‘daughter’’) for girls who 
have reached their twelfth year.” | 


c) The Rite of Marriage 

The biblical sources show no trace of a marriage liturgy. On the 
other hand, such a liturgy is extensively attested in the Talmud, 
which determines its essential elements: the qiddush: the formula in 
which the spouses consecrate themselves to each other; the ketubah, 
or marriage “contract”; the birkot hatanim, or “benedictions of the 
spouses”; and the breaking of a glass filled with wine. 

The first part of the giddush is the usual blessing pronounced 
over a cup of wine. Bridegroom and bride both drink from this cup as 
a sign of the shared joy and commitment that lie ahead of them. To 
marry is to share in “the cup of life”: in life’s happiness and responsi- 
bilities. After the giddush, the groom puts a ring on the bride’s finger 
while saying these words that are already found in the Talmud: “‘Be- 
hold, thou art consecrated unto me by this ring, according to the Law 
of Moses and of Israel” (1011; see b. Kid. 5b). In many Liberal syna- 
gogues the formula is repeated by the bride to the bridegroom. 

The formula of consecration is followed by the reading and sign- 
ing of the ketubah, a legal document setting forth the rights and 
duties of the spouses and especially of the wife (in case she is di- 
vorced or widowed). This ceremony is immediately followed by the 
seven benedictions, which are a hymn of praise to God for his won- 
derful acts, the greatest of which is the invention of the couple, that 
is, the creation of man and woman for one another: 


Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who createst the fruit of the vine. 
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Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who hast created all things to thy glory. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
Creator of man. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who hast made man in thine image, after thy likeness, and 
hast prepared unto him, out of his very self, a perpetual 
fabric. Blessed art thou, O Lord, Creator of man. 

May she who was barren [Zion] be exceeding glad and 
exult, when her children are gathered within her in joy. 
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who makest Zion joyful through 
her children. 

O make these beloved companions greatly to rejoice, 
even as of old thou didst gladden thy creature in the garden 
of Eden. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who makest bridegroom 
and bride to rejoice. 

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who has created joy and gladness, bridegroom and bride, 
mirth and exultation, pleasure and delight, love, brother- 
hood, peace and fellowship. Soon may there be heard in the 
cities of Judah, and in the streets of Jerusalem, the voice of 
the bridegroom and the voice of the bride, the jubilant 
voices of bridegrooms from their canopies, and of youths 
from their feasts of song. Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, 
who makest the bridegroom to rejoice with the bride (1013). 


The marriage rite ends with the breaking of a glass of wine, 
either as a reminder that for no one, not even for these newlyweds, 
can there be a definitive and total joy in this life, or so that they will 
not forget that there will be no fullness of joy until the “temple in 
Jerusalem” (symbol of the divine presence) has been rebuilt. 

During the marriage ceremony the couple stand under a hup- 
pah, a nuptial canopy that symbolizes the bridal chamber, the place 
of fruitfulness. 


d) Funerals 

When faced with death, Jews reaffirm their submission to the 
divine will. They see death not as an unjust imposition but as an act 
of meaningful love on God’s part. 

When someone dies, the announcement of the fact is accompa- 
nied by a benediction: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the 
universe, the true Judge” (995). A series of prayers is then recited, 
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some in the room where the person died, some during the procession 
to the cemetery, and some, finally, at the cemetery before the inter- 
ment of the body. The body is usually taken not to the synagogue but 
directly to the cemetery, where the funeral liturgy takes place. 

On the way from the place of death to the cemetery Psalm 91 is 
recited; when the cemetery is reached, the funeral rite proper is 
celebrated, which is known as sidduq ha-din (‘justification of the 
divine judgment”). The name was inspired by the great words of 
Rabbi Hanina ben Teradion and his family, which are reported in the 
Talmud: 


The Romans led R. Hanina ben Teradion... out to be 
burned, his. wife to be killed, and his daughter to be 
raped. ... As they left the tribunal, the three declared their 
submission to the just judgment of God. The first said: “The 
Rock, his work is perfect; for all his ways are justice” (Deut 
32:4). The wife continued her husband’s citation of the 
scriptures: “A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just 
and right is he” (Deut 32:4). And the daughter said: “Thou 
art great in counsel and mighty in deed; whose eyes are 
open to all the ways of men, rewarding every man according 
to his ways and according to the fruit of his doings” 
(Jer 32:19). 


Finally, just before the closing of the grave, a qaddish is recited 
that is a hymn of purest praise of God’s sovereignty and an explicit 
confession of faith in the resurrection of the dead: “May his great 
Name be magnified and sanctified in the world that is to be created 
anew, where he will revive the dead, and raise them up unto life 
eternal...” (1085). 

In reciting these words, Jews learn to reread death and give it a 
new meaning in a setting of trust in God, in keeping with this impres- 
sive story from the Talmud: 


Rabbi Meir, the Talmud records, lost both his sons on one 
day. It was on a Sabbath afternoon, when he was in the 
House of Learning. His wife, the brilliant Beruria, did not on 
his return break the news to him, in order not to sadden his 
Sabbath-joy. She waited till the evening, and then timidly 
approaching her husband, she said: “I have a question to ask 
of thee. Some time ago, a friend gave me some jewels to keep 
for him. To-day he demands them back. What shall I do?” “I 
cannot understand thee asking such a question. Unhesitat- 
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ingly thou shalt return the jewels.” Thereupon she led him 
to the room where their children lay dead. “These are the 
jewels I must return.” Rabbi Meir could but sob forth the 
words of Job:... “The Lord hath given, and the Lord hath 
taken; blessed be the Name of the Lord.’’*” 


e) The Admission of Proselytes 

In ancient times Jews proselytized, and those who accepted con- 
version were introduced into the Jewish religion by a period of prepa- 
ration and a rite of initiation. In fact, according to the rabbinical 
tractate Gerim (‘‘Proselytes’’): 


One who is about to become a proselyte is not received at 
once. But he is asked: What has induced you to join us? Do 
you not know that this nation is downtrodden and afflicted 
more than all the other nations, that they are subjected to 
many ills and sufferings? .. . If the candidate replies: “I am 
unworthy to take upon myself the obligations of Him who 
created the world by the mere uttering of words, blessed be 
He,” he is received at once; if not, he takes leave and 
departs.°° 


Once the convert’s intentions have been probed, and after a 
suitable period of formation and study, a twofold rite, of circumci- 
sion and immersion, is celebrated in the presence of at least three 
witnesses. In the case of a woman only the rite of immersion is cele- 
brated. During the immersions the proselyte recites two berakot: 


Praised art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
sanctified us by His commandments, and commanded us 
concerning the rite of immersion. 

Praised art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who kept us in life, and preserved us, and enabled us to 
reach this season.” 


By the immersion the proselyte becomes “a newborn child,’ 
and anew name is added to the name the person had before: for men, 
Abraham (“son of Abraham”), and for women, Ruth (“daughter 
of Ruth’). 

This rite of immersion is important for an understanding of 
Christian baptism, which, according to the theology ‘of Paul of Tar- 
sus, is the death of the “old self” (palaios anthropos) and the emer- 
gence of “newness of life” (kainoteti zoés).°° 


Chapter 4 


The Celebration of Feasts 


Like all peoples and all religions, Israel introduces rhythms into 
the cycle of time by means of recurring feasts. These include: feasts 
in the full and proper sense, the “pilgrimage feasts” (pesah, shavu‘ot, 
and sukkot); the solemn, that is, sober or austere feasts (rosh ha- 
shanah and yom kippur); and the lesser feasts (hanukkah and purim). 

The difference between the three kinds of feasts resides in their 
degree of theological density or weight. The pilgrimage feasts (the 
only ones that merit the appellation hag, ‘‘feast’’) celebrate and ac- 
tualize the greatest saving event in Israel’s history: the event com- 
prising the exodus, the covenant, and the entrance into the promised 
land. They are therefore the most important of all the feasts; they are 
called “pilgrimage” (regalim) feasts because in biblical times they 
were marked by a great influx of visitors to the temple in Jerusalem, 
the holy city. 

The “austere” feasts celebrate not the divine event but the hu- 
man event of freedom’s failure: they recall the infidelity of human 
beings in response to God’s fidelity, and they are days of great repen- 
tance and profound conversion. They are “austere” because the pre- 
vailing mood is not joy but a critical facing up to self and to God. 

The lesser feasts are so called because they are not commanded 
by the Torah and are concerned with secondary events of Jewish 
history. Though enriched with a variety of elements, chiefly folklor- 
istic and popular, they cannot be put on the same level as the first 
two types, which provide the real structure of the Jewish liturgi- 
cal year. 

These feasts are celebrated, for the most part, in the synagogue 
through the addition of special texts, both biblical and euchological, 
to the daily three times of worship: the shaharit (morning liturgy), 
the minhah (afternoon liturgy) and the ma‘ariv (the evening liturgy). 


l. THE PILGRIMAGE FEASTS 


A feast is a sign of the divine in history; it is a “word” that 
rescues history from its failures and allows us to glimpse luminous 
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meaning through, and beyond, the absurdity and monotony of 
historical time. Some authors make a richly meaningful suggestion 
regarding the origin of the word “feast”: they say it derives from 
phainomai, a Greek verb meaning “to show oneself,” “to appear”; for 
a feast allows a new horizon of values and meanings to manifest 
itself, without which life and hope would become impossible. Like 
all other peoples, the Jewish religion has feasts and celebrates them; 
on the one hand, these feasts have the same function as feasts every- 
where, but on the other they take on a new, more explicit and radical 
meaning in light of the religious experience this people has had of 
the God of the exodus and the covenant. For this reason, before 
discussing the three pilgrimage feasts, I shall say something about 
feasts generally and about the rereading of “feast” that occurs in the 
Jewish biblical tradition. 


|. The Meaning of “Feast” 


A feast is a statement that the world is a good place because 
human beings can enjoy it and because it is God who made it. Un- 
wittingly, and prior to any reflection on the point, the celebrants of a 
feast relate their activity to three independent but interrelated poles: 
human beings, the world, and God—human beings as subjects who 
are good, the world as an object that is good, and the divinity as the 
foundation of the two goodnesses. It is chiefly the third that a feast 
states and brings out: the world is good and human beings can dwell 
in it as their native place because it is willed by and founded on the 
sacred. Here is the heart and secret of every feast; in the celebration 
of a feast we reappropriate, beyond and despite appearances, the 
positive character of existence as a space filled with fruition and 
meaning. 

As an interpretation of meaning, a feast can be seen as having 
three moments or phases. First of all, it is a rejection of negativity and 
death. The lives of individuals and groups are marked by pain and 
privation, poverty and injustices, violence and absurdity. Instead of 
displaying the original harmony, life seems under a constant threat 
that frustrates all efforts and undertakings. Instead of being drawn by 
a beneficent telos, it seems driven by a maleficent demon that has 
donned the hands and eyes of thanatos. A feast represents a suspen- 
sion of this entire order of things, a profession of faith that this world, 
in its present form, is not the true world (kosmos) but its negation 
(chaos) or counterfeit: not a home for human beings but an unre- 
warding wilderness. A feast challenges the primacy of evil and its 
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claim to be ultimate reality; it is a rebellion against evil’s perverse 
power and its claim to have the final say; it is a sign—which turns 
into a certainty—that evil can be dethroned and overcome. There- 
fore feasts are the greatest wealth of a people, especially the poorest 
among them, for feasts with their myths and rites preserve in con- 
centrated form the most fruitful seeds of hope and struggle that hu- 
man history contains. As long as people are able to celebrate feasts, 
they will also be capable of life and commitment. 

Secondly, a feast asserts the quality of life and defines its positive 
side spoken about. But what is this “quality” that a feast expresses, 
not conceptually but in a concrete, corporeal way? Many terms are 
used to describe this quality, but one seems especially important: 
joy. “You shall rejoice in your feast” (Deut 16:14). But the rejoicing 
here is something other than what is usually understood by the term 
in our affluent societies. The passage in Deuteronomy continues: 
‘,. you and your son and your daughter, your manservant and your 
maidservant, the Levite, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow 
who are within your towns.” Rabbi E. Munk comments on this pas- 
sage as follows: 


People should eat meat and drink wine, because it is these 
things especially that contribute to their gladness. But when 
we eat and drink, it is our duty to provide the necessities for 
the foreigner, the widow, and the orphan, that is, for all who 
are in need. Those who double-lock their doors and eat only 
with their own families, without helping the unfortunate, 
will not experience the joy of the miswah but “only the 
satisfaction given by their meal.” This is why the prophet 
Hosea says: “They shall not please him with their sacrifices. 
Their bread shall be like mourners’ bread; all who eat of it 
shall be defiled: for their bread shall be for their hunger 
only” (9:4).' 


This passage summarizes nicely the two basic aspects of the joy 
which a feast proclaims and bestows: the enjoyment of things (“eat- 
ing and drinking”) and fraternal sharing (“providing the necessities 
for the foreigner . . .’’). Instead of understanding joy in a purely psy- 
chological or pseudo-spiritual way, a feast emphasizes its corporeal 
element and its necessary connection with the fruits of the earth; 
instead of making this joy something self-centered, a feast asserts its 
comprehensive and non-exclusive character. True joy is born of two 
encounters: with the fruits of the earth and with our brothers and 
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sisters. Where one of these two is missing, a feast changes from an 
end to a means; it ceases to be an expression of life and becomes a 
means of obtaining satisfaction. The joy proper to a feast is in reality 
the plenitude of being that is in harmony with the things of this 
world and with this world’s inhabitants; it is the fruit produced by a 
recovered Eden in which the original Adam and Eve, symbols of the 
men and women of every age, live reconciled with each other, with 
the garden, and with God. 

The third and most important aspect of a feast is that it is an 
assertion of that which is the ontological foundation of the goodness 
and meaning of the human person. Are the rebellion against the 
power of evil and the proclamation of the victory of the positive over 
the negative simply an expression of impotent and deceptive desire, 
or are they an echo of the truth that conquers falsehood and 
triumphs over self-deception? A feast reveals its full depth when 
understood as the assertion of the second alternative: human life has 
meaning, beyond all its historical failures and despite all its priva- 
tions, not because it is subjectively given meaning by each individ- 
ual but because it is objectively founded by and on the sacred. 

A feast thus not only asserts the existence of meaning but at the 
same time sets the conditions for the attainment of this meaning: 
meaning grows and flourishes if and because it is located within a 
different horizon that transcends that of the profane: the horizon of 
the divine, the sacred. By means of its mythical narratives and reac- 
tualizing rites, a feast calls to mind and makes present again this 
foundational root; by returning to this root, human behavior over- 
comes fragmentation, conquering chaos and recovering kosmos, that 
is, order, strength, motivation, the ideal. A feast indeed abolishes the 
established order (we need think only of the violations of standard 
norms that are to be seen in every feast), but it does so not for the sake 
of libertinage and chaos but in obedience to a higher order that is 
closer and more faithful to the divine order. A feast overturns the 
world and recreates it according to the divine model. 


2. The Agricultural Feasts and Their Historicization 


According to the unanimous view of scholars, the three princi- 
pal Jewish feasts (Passover, Pentecost, and Booths) had an agricul- 
tural origin, and their meaning as such did not differ greatly from the 
meaning of “feast” as just described. The three were connected with 
the most important harvests in the three productivé seasons of the 
year and expressed the deep joy of a people that was led and nour- 
ished by its God: Passover celebrated the barley harvest in the spring, 
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Pentecost the wheat harvest in the summer, and Booths the fruit 
harvest in the fall. In keeping with an almost universally known and 
attested religious custom, the heart of each feast consisted in the 
offering of part of the harvest to the divinity. The Book of Deuteron- 
omy makes explicit reference to this practice in the case of Pentecost 
and Booths, two feasts that, unlike Passover, which has been reread 
and historicized to a greater degree, allow us to glimpse their original 
agricultural basis: 


You shall keep the feast of weeks [Pentecost] to the Lord 
your God with the tribute of a freewill offering from your 
hand, which you shall give as the Lord your God blesses 
you. ... You shall keep the feast of booths seven days, when 
you make your ingathering from your threshing floor and 
your wine press. ... They shall not appear before the Lord 
empty-handed; every man shall give as he is able, according 
to the blessing of the Lord your God which he has given 
unto you (16:10, 13, 16-17). 


What is the meaning of such an offering, which is both the ex- 
pression and the basis of feasts and their joy? To offer God the pro- 
duce of the earth is not an act of self-deprivation (to renounce some- 
thing in order to give it to God) but an act of self-definition and 
acknowledgment that the fruits of the earth belong to the Lord and 
that human beings may use them only as his beneficiaries. This sim- 
ple action sums up in a symbolic way three basic concepts and atti- 
tudes: 1) the produce gathered belongs to God, who is its master and 
owner; 2) the produce is given to human beings as a gift to meet their 
needs and to comfort them; 3) since this is their true character, the 
fruits of the earth are to be enjoyed not according to the logic of 
possession and hoarding but according to the divine intention that 
brings them into existence. 

When Israel offered the Lord part of its harvests in the three 
important seasons of the year, it was reaffirming this pattern of con- 
viction and choice. It professed its belief that the “bread” and “wine” 
of the promised land were not the result of its own efforts or of 
magical practices but were due to the creative good will of God; and 
it renewed its commitment to share these things with others as 
brothers and sisters. This accounts for the biblical insistence that on 
these festival days no one should be in want but all should have and 
fully enjoy: “You shall rejoice in your feast, you and your son and 
your daughter, your manservant and your maidservant, the Levite, 
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the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow who are within your 
towns” (Deut 16:14). This emphasis on feeding the poor reflects a 
theological rather than a sociological concern: God intends the fruits 
of the earth for the enjoyment of all; if the poor as well as the rich 
enjoy them, God’s reign is being brought to pass and his will is being 
fulfilled in a concrete way. 

Sharing the fruits of the earth is not simply an imperative of 
social ethics, but is the very heart of the theological directive that 
“you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might” (Deut 6:5); here, to “love the 
Lord”? means to obey his will by accepting and doing it within 
history. 

The sacrifice of animals, which had a privileged place in the 
worship offered in the Jerusalem temple, had at bottom the same 
twofold meaning as the offering of firstfruits: it was an acknowledg- 
ment of God’s lordship over the animal world, and a readiness to take 
nourishment from that world in a spirit of sharing and not of hoard- 
ing, that is, as gifts intended for all and not a privilege of a few.’ 

Israel derived the three agricultural feasts from the surrounding 
Semitic world. On the other hand, it evidently did not make them its 
own in a purely passive way; it turned them into original creations 
by enriching them with its own specific spiritual outlook. The name 
usually given to this process of reinterpretation is “historicization.”’ 
By this is meant that focus of the feast was shifted from events of the 
natural world to special historical events: the deliverance from Egypt 
in the feast of Passover, the gift of the Torah in the feast of Pentecost, 
and the enjoyment of the Torah’s fruits in the feast of Booths. 

It is certainly true that Israel “‘historicized” the agricultural 
feasts. It is necessary, however, to understand this process correctly: 
the process took the form not of contrasting the new with the old or 
ignoring the old, but of further explaining the original meaning and 
reaching down to its root. 

The central event of Jewish history is the exodus from slavery in 
Egypt, a single action with three stages: departure from Egypt, gift of 
the Torah (or covenant), and entrance into the promised land. Israel 
was liberated from slavery and brought into the “good and broad 
land” of Canaan, but the entrance was neither automatic nor taken 
for granted, for between departure and entrance came Mount Sinai, 
the place of covenant where the Torah was offered and accepted. 
Here is the epicenter and secret of all Jewish history and Jewish 
originality: the discovery that the land, their own land, would pro- 
duce “milk and honey” in abundance (see Ex 3:8, 17; Num 13:27: 
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Deut 6:3; 11:9; and so on), not, however, spontaneously but only if, 
and to the extent that, Israel would be faithful to the covenant. This 
connection between the fertility of the soil and obedience to the 
Torah is clearly expressed in a passage like Lev 26:3-6, which we 
find bewildering because the fruits of which it speaks are not the 
fruits of some special world but the normal produce of the trees of 
any part of our world. Yet if these fruits are truly to bring joy to all 
and become a sign of communion instead of destruction, a precise 
divine condition must be met: they must be cultivated and eaten 
according to the logic of the covenant, that is, Jews must acknowl- 
edge them to be gifts and must consent to their universal destination. 

This “historicity” is peculiar to the Jewish situation, but clearly 
it does not contradict the meaning of “feast,” as explained above, but 
rather further clarifies that meaning by getting to the root of one of its 
fundamental aspects. When early human beings offered God part of 
their seasonal produce, they were recognizing his fatherhood and 
accepting the produce as his gift. Israel accepted this logic, but had a 
better grasp of its dynamic and its requirements. It realized that if the 
fruits of the earth are to be truly a gift and a blessing, it is not enough 
simply to accept them; rather they must be shared in a way of life 
based on justice and responsibility. Justice and the fruitfulness of the 
land are partners in an “indissoluble marriage” in which the two 
shed light on each other. Israel’s originality lies in its having tran- 
scended a purely “natural” view of nature and having connected the 
abundance of the land’s fruits with its own free choices, as M. Buber 
has seen and well described.’ 


3. The Feast of Pesah: The Splendor of the Beginnings 


Pesah is the greatest of all the Jewish feasts, not only in post-bib- 
lical Judaism, which dedicated a speciai tractate (Pesahim) of the 
Mishnah to it, but also in the Old and New Testaments. Originally an 
agricultural feast, it became in Israel the great commemoration of the 
deliverance from Egypt. i 

There is an abundance of data on Passover in the Old Testament, 
but it does not permit us to determine exactly how and when this 
passage took place. In a study of Israel’s early feasts, R. de Vaux sums 
up as follows his researches on pesah: 


There was a feast called the Passover, probably even before 
Israel became a people; there was also a feast of Unleavened 
Bread, adopted perhaps from the Canaanites, but adopted in 
the fullest sense by the Israelites; and these two feasts were 
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celebrated in the spring-time. One spring-time there had 
been a startling intervention of God: he had brought Israel 
out of Egypt, and this divine intervention marked the begin- 
ning of Israel’s history as a people, as God’s Chosen People: 
this period of liberation reached its consummation when 
they settled in the Promised Land. The feasts of the Passover 
and of Unleavened Bread commemorated this event, which 
dominated the history of salvation. Both feasts took on this 
meaning, but in the older traditions there are two separate 
feasts which commemorate the event independently; their 
common feature, however, made it almost inevitable that 
they should one day be combined.* 


It is not easy historically to reconstruct the connection between 
the two springtime feasts and the deliverance from Egypt. In any 
case, the basic theological point, which I recalled above, remains 
valid: The celebration of the event does not cancel out the earlier 
meaning of the feast but incorporates it and gives it a new basis. 

When commenting on the seder, which is the heart of the do- 
mestic liturgy of Passover, I spoke of the meaning of Passover and the 
dynamics of freedom that are at work in it.” Whereas the domestic 
celebration of pesah is rich, imaginative, and impressive, the celebra- 
tion in the synagogue is concise and reduced to essentials. 

The liturgy of morning, afternoon, and evening has the same 
structure as on other days, with some exceptions: an expanded cen- 
tral benediction in the tefillah; the hallel; and special readings con- 
nected with the event being celebrated. 

A well known benediction gives the theological meaning of Pass- 
over in the following terms: 


Blessed art thou, Lord our God and King of the universe, 
who hast chosen us from among all peoples and hast set us 
apart among all tongues and hast sanctified us with thy 
commandments, and who in thy love hast given feasts for 
our joy—this feastday of unleavened bread, the day of our 
freedom and happiness, devoted to a holy assembly and the 
remembrance of the departure from Egypt. Thou art the one 
who hast chosen us and sanctified us beyond other nations 
and given us joy and gladness for an inheritance. Blessed art 
thou, Lord, who sanctifiest Israel and the feasts.® 


The prayer combines in an intelligent way the natural aspect of 
Passover (“this feastday of unleavened bread”), its historical aspect 
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(“devoted to a holy assembly and the remembrance of the departure 
from Egypt”), and the interpretative aspect (“day of our freedom and 
happiness’). All these are placed in the setting of divine election and 
sanctification: “Blessed art thou, O Lord, who sanctifiest Israel and 
the feasts.” Note that in this pair, “Israel” and “the feasts” are placed 
on the same level. The reason is that sanctification, which is a return 
of things to their truth, is obtained by two agencies: a subjective 
(“Israel’’) and an objective (“the feasts’’). In other words, sanctifica- 
tion is an event that has not only an individual, spiritual aspect but 
also an historical, temporal aspect. Therefore God does not sanctify 
Israel alone nor time alone, but both together, since neither can do 
without the other: as Israel needs time, so time needs Israel. 

A second distinctive element in the synagogal liturgy of Pass- 
over is the recitation of the hallel (Pss 113-18) after the morning 
tefillah. These psalms are sometimes called “the Egyptian Hallel,”’ 
after the first verse of Ps 114, which speaks of the departure 
from Egypt. 

A third element characteristic of Passover is the reading of one 
of the five megillot (scrolls), namely, the Song of Songs. The connec- 
tion between this love poem and Passover is perhaps suggested by a 
verse of the poem in which the bridegroom compares his beloved to 
“a mare of Pharaoh’s chariots” (1:9). But there is a better reason than 
this tenuous textual connection for the reading of the Song of Songs 
at Passover: that the freedom given by God is at the root of the beauty 
and love of which the poem sings and which are universal expres- 
sions of the human. God alone, by delivering human beings from 
slavery, makes them capable of the luminous love that is represented 
by the lovers in the Song of Songs. God alone, through the “miracle” 
of the exodus and covenant, bestows the subjectivity depicted in the 
two lovers. 

Other distinctive elements of the Passover celebration are: the 
priestly blessing, which is reserved to kohanim; the prayer for dew 
(tefillat tal), which replaces the prayer for rain, since rain at this 
period is more abundant than at other times); the counting of the 
‘omer, which in Hebrew means “measure,” and the meaning of 
which is connected with the feast of Pentecost; and the so-called 
piyyutim, liturgical poems of a popular kind that underscore certain 
aspects of the Passover celebration. 


4. The Feast of Shavu‘ot: The Gift of the Firstfruits 


Pentecost is par excellence the feast of the firstfruits; the feast of 
unleavened bread (Passover) is simply a preparation for it, the two 
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marking the beginning and end of the grain harvests.’ The connec- 
tion between Passover and Pentecost is stated in the very name of the 
latter, since the Greek word pentekosté means “‘fiftieth”’ (i.e. day) in 
relation to Passover, which is the “first” day. The same connection 
merges in the Hebrew name shavu‘ot, which means “weeks”: this 
feast is celebrated seven weeks after Passover. But the connection of 
the two feasts is brought out most clearly by the counting of the 
‘omer, a practice attested in Leviticus: “And you shall count from the 
morrow after the sabbath, from the day that you brought the sheaf of 
the wave offering; seven full weeks shall they be, counting fifty days 
to the morrow after the seventh sabbath; then you shall present a 
cereal offering of new grain to the Lord” (23:15-16). 

The connection between the two feasts is important because it 
helps us understand how they obey the same theological logic, 
namely, the acknowledgment of God as giver of the land and Lord of 
history, as magnificently expressed in Deut 26:1-11. Few passages 
express with such depth and simplicity the meaning of the agricul- 
tural feasts and their historicizing reinterpretation by the people of 
the Bible. Like any feast centering on firstfruits, Pentecost expresses 
Israel’s awareness and conviction that the fruits of the earth are 
God’s gift: “Behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground, 
which thou, O Lord, hast given me” (Deut 26:10).® 

Until the destruction of the temple in 70 A.D., this was the pre- 
dominant stress in the celebration of Pentecost, which was carried 
out with a rich and impressive ritual that is described as follows in 
the Mishnah: 


How do they take up the first-fruits [to Jerusalem]? [The 
men of] all the smaller towns that belonged to the Maamad 
[group of representatives of a district] gathered together in 
the town of the Maamad and spent the night in the open 
place of the town and came not into the houses; and early in 
the morning the officer [of the Maamad] said, Arise ye and 
let us go up to Zion unto the house of the Lord our God. 

They that were near [to Jerusalem] brought fresh figs 
and grapes, and they that were far off brought dried figs and 
raisins. Before them went the ox, having its horns overlaid 
with gold and a wreath of olive-leaves on its head. The flute 
was played before them until they drew nigh to Jerusa- 
lem... . The rulers and the prefects and the treasurers of the 
Temple went forth to meet them.... 

The flute was played before them until they reached 
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the Temple Mount. When they reached the Temple Mount 
even Agrippa the king would take his basket on his 
shoulder, and enter in as far as the. Temple Court. When 
they had reached the Temple Court, the levites sang the 
song, I will exalt thee, O Lord, for thou hast set me up and not 
made mine enemies to triumph over me.° 


Once the temple had been destroyed, Pentecost lost its agricul- 
tural character, and the emphasis was put on Pentecost as the feast of 
the giving of the Torah, zeman natan toratenu (‘‘the season of the 
giving of our Torah’’), as is said in the central benediction of the 
tefillah on this feast. But in acquiring this new dimension there is no 
denial of the feast of firstfruits but rather an explicitation of the chief 
condition for such a feast: active responsibility for justice and solidar- 
ity, without which the fruits of the earth become a curse instead of a 
blessing. In Deut 26:1-11 the feast of firstfruits is accompanied by a 
profession of faith: “A wandering Aramean was my father.... And 
the Egyptians treated us harshly.... Then we cried to the Lord... 
and he... gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.” 
The land flowing with milk and honey is not the geographical but the 
theological land of Canaan, that is, the land in which the people live 
in accordance with the Torah and the covenant. It is this way of life, 
and not the natural fertility of the soil, that makes it flow with milk 
and honey and, in a more than metaphorical way, produces abun- 
dant fruits for the enjoyment of all and not merely for the satisfaction 
of a few. 

By a natural process of incorporation and penetration Pentecost 
thus changes from feast of firstfruits to feast of the Torah, especially 
for rabbis and students of the holy book. The synagogues are there- 
fore adorned with green branches that recall both the firstfruits and, 
above all, the revelation on Sinai,’ as well as the tree of life in para- 
dise (Gen 2:8) and in the Book of Proverbs (3:18). At home special 
foods are eaten, especially milk and honey, which recall both the 
promised land (“a land flowing with milk and honey”) and the Torah 
(Ps 19:11: “more to be desired than gold, even much fine gold; 
sweeter also than honey and the drippings of the honeycomb”). A 
great deal of time is spent reading passages from the Bible, such as Ex 
19, Num 28, and Deut 14. 

On this occasion the megillah (‘‘scroll’’) of Ruth is also read; it is 
one of the most beautiful of the biblical stories, being filled with 
poetry and enchantment. There are perhaps two reasons why this 
book was chosen: the fact that it speaks of reaping and harvests and 
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especially the fact that its chief figure was descended from the Mo- 
abites, one of Israel’s traditional enemies. The reason for reading this 
story was to emphasize the universalism of the Jewish Pentecost: the 
Torah, though given to Israel, is meant for all; its promises extend to 
the pagans; those who, like Ruth, are motivated by goodness already 
belong to the chosen people. 

But there is still another reason for selecting the Book of Ruth: 
“to teach us that the Torah is given only through poverty and suffer- 
ing.... For this reason the Book begins with the words, ‘In the days 
when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land.’ ’”’’* The Torah 
is the real answer to the “famine,” the only one that can overcome it. 
In fact, where the land is experienced in the light of the Torah, that 
is, in the light of the covenant code, as it was by Ruth, all will “eat 
until they are satisfied” (see Ru 2:14). Might we not adopt the same 
perspective in looking at the gospel stories of the multiplication of 
loaves (Mt 14:13-21; Mk 8:1-9; and parallels)? 

In addition to being the feast of firstfruits and of the Torah, Pen- 
tecost is also known as ‘aseret, meaning “conclusion.” There are two 
reasons for the name: at the agricultural level the feast of shavu‘ot 
ends the cycle of firstfruit offerings that began with the barley har- 
vest and the feast of massot; secondly, and more importantly, at the 
level of historicization it fills out the meaning of Passover, since this 
is completed by the gift of the Torah. Maimonides expresses this 
second point in a very effective way: 


We count the days that pass since the preceding Festival, 
just as one who expects his most intimate friend on a certain 
day, counts the days and even the hours. This is the reason 
why we count the days that pass since the offering of the 
omer, between the anniversary of our departure from Egypt 
and the anniversary of the Law-giving, for this was the aim 
and object of the exodus from Egypt.’” 


The giving of the Torah is not simply a phase following upon the 
deliverance from Egypt (as though God first brought Israel forth and 
then offered it the Torah); rather it is the inherent, motivating reason 
for the deliverance: God brought Israel forth in order to give it the gift 
of the Torah. The exodus from Egypt was not an end in itself but was 
ordered to Sinai; Israel passed from dependence on the Pharaoh to 
obedience in God’s presence; from living for itself, which is slavery, 
to living according to God, which is freedom; in short, from Slavery to 
service. 
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Thus as a feast of the firstfruits and feast of the Torah, Pentecost 
celebrates a double event: the fruitfulness of the earth and the obe- 
dience of human beings. It celebrates these as interdependent and 
correlated, not separate, events, for the earth is fruitful if human 
beings live on it and work with it according to justice, that is, accord- 
ing to the covenant. Upright heart and abundant fruits are two neces- 
sary and irreplaceable poles. Only when the two join does the feast 
yield its joy; only from their marriage does the song of paradise arise. 


Could we with ink the ocean fill, 
Were every blade of grass a quill, 
Were the whole world of parchment made, 
And every man a scribe by trade, 
To write the love 
Of God above 
Would drain that ocean dry; 
Nor would the scroll 
Contain the whole, 
Though stretched from sky to sky.’ 


This hymn, which is sung before the reading of the Torah and is 
attributed to a medieval writer of the eleventh century, is a splendid 
summary of the riches and beauty of the feast of shavu‘ot: feast of 
firstfruits and of the giving of the Torah. 


5. The Feast of Sukkot: The Joy of the Harvest 


Sukkot (usually translated as Booths or Tents) is the greatest of 
the annual pilgrimage and harvest feasts (see Lev 23:39; Num 29:12; 
Ez 45:25; 1 Kgs 8:2, 65). Flavius Josephus describes it as ‘‘the holiest 
and the greatest of Hebrew feasts,’’** and Plutarch uses almost iden- 
tical language.” The feast is marked by great popular joy that goes on 
for seven days and ends on an octave which bears the significant 
name, simhat Torah, “joy in and through the Torah.” While the key 
words of pesah are exodus and freedom, and those of shavu‘ot are gift 
of the Torah, the key words of sukkot are joy in the Torah, as is 
expressly said in the main benediction of the tefillah. On this feast, in 
ancient times, the young girls of Jerusalem went out in white gar- 
ments to dance in the vineyards and sing: “Young man, raise your 
eyes and see whom you are going to choose.” And in New Testa- 
ment times the devout and important men of the city would dance in 
the courtyard, singing and carrying lighted torches.’’ 
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This feast of the year’s final harvest, and especially the grape 
and oil harvest, was celebrated with a very rich and original rite. Of 
particular importance were the rite of the Julav and the libation 
of water. 

The rite of the lulav was connected with the ordinance in Leviti- 
cus prescribing how the feast of Booths was to be celebrated: “You 
shall take on the first day the fruits of the cedar, branches of palm 
trees, leafy boughs of myrtle and river willow, and you shall rejoice 
before the Lord your God seven days.’’*® In obedience to this ordi- 
nance the faithful went to the Jerusalem temple carrying a cedar 
branch (Hebrew: ’etrog) in their left hand and, in their right, a palm 
branch (Hebrew: lulav) intertwined with myrtle and willow; as they 
went they sang the Hallel (Pss 113-18), and waved the branches aloft 
toward the four cardinal points. 

This rite passed from the temple to the synagogue, where it is 
still practiced as one of the most joyous and popular of all rituals and 
where it has been given symbolic interpretations that display pro- 
found wisdom. According to one of these interpretations, the cedar, 
palm, myrtle, and willow represent four different human types. The 
cedar which has a tang and a sweet odor represents those who are 
intelligent and good; the palm, which has a taste but no odor, those 
who have intelligence but not goodness; the myrtle, which has an 
odor but no taste, those who have goodness but not intelligence; 
finally, the willow, which has neither odor nor taste, those who have 
neither intelligence nor goodness. 

According to another interpretation, the lulav and the ’etrog 
represent various categories in both Israel and the human race gener- 
ally; however much these categories differ among themselves, they 
make up a single, unified reality. 

The libation of water is attested in the gospel of John (7:37-39). 
The rejoicing that accompanied it was such it could be said in the 
Mishnah: “He that never has seen the joy of the Beth ha-sho ’evah 
[the place of the water-drawing] has never in his life seen joy” (Suk- 
kah 5; Danby 179). The rite was as follows. Throughout the night the 
priests carried water in golden cruets from the spring of Siloam to the 
court of the temple; they were accompanied by the celebrating pop- 
ulace with torches and lamps, dancing and singing, the recitation of 
the pilgrimage psalms (Pss 120-134) and the playing of the musical 
instruments. The next day, the water was used for libations during 
the morning service. 

The origin of the rite is uncertain and lost in the distant past. 
Perhaps it was originally intended for use at the beginning of the 
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rainy season, as a way of asking for and winning an abundance of 
rain. The rite disappeared with the destruction of the temple and has 
left only a minor trace in the synagogue liturgy, in the tefillah ge- 
shem, the prayer for rain. 

Like the other pilgrimage festivals, sukkot too was given a theo- 
logical rereading in Israel and a deeper, sapiential interpretation. 
This final harvest feast, which would be followed by winter, stimu- 
lated more than the other feasts a sense of human dependence on the 
fruits of the soil. If these had been abundant, the winter could be 
faced without worry; otherwise the threat of hunger would be on the 
horizon. Israel, however, had been taught by its experience of divine 
revelation that the harvest was not the result of fortuitous or natural 
forces bui a gift of God and the fruit of the covenant logic of submis- 
sion to God and service to his will. 

It is this logic that the feast of sukkot brings out by means of 
several symbolic and ritual elements. 

The first of these is the erection of little huts, at home, in the 
fields, or around the synagogues, as a reminder of Israel’s journey 
through the wilderness. Such huts were originally little shelters 
made of branches, which the peasants built in the vineyards and 
orchards during the harvest; in time, however, they acquired a sym- 
bolic character of a theological kind: “You shall dwell in booths for 
seven days; all that are native in Israel shall dwell in booths, that 
your generations may know that I made the people of Israel dwell in 
booths when I brought them out of the land of Egypt: I am the Lord 
your God” (Lev 23:42-43). Israel looks upon the harvest with the 
awareness it had developed in the wilderness: the awareness that it 
had overcome “hunger and thirst” thanks to the Shekinah and that it 
had entered a “good and broad land” (Ex 3:8) by God’s gift and not as 
a result of its own cleverness. 

This experience of gratuitousness and radical dependence 
marked the people of the Bible to such an extent that they turned the 
wilderness into a quasi-archetypal image, the supreme symbol of 
encounter with God (see especially the prophet Hosea). As a result, 
Israel saw itself called to live by the divine gratuitousness not only in 
the wilderness but even when its harvests were abundant and its 
grain plentiful. To think of the harvest as the fruit of their own efforts 
would have been as idolatrous in the eyes of Jews as to think that 
they had survived in the wilderness by their own wits. 

The other element in the reinterpretation is to be seen in the 
reading of Ecclesiastes or Qoheleth: “Vanity of vanities! All is van- 
ity” (1:2). It might seem strange that this particular megillah should 
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be read at Pentecost, which is a joyous popular feast. The fact is, 
however, that, contrary to appearances, Ecclesiastes is a book not of 
pessimism but of human and spiritual wisdom. It does indeed teach 
that “all is vanity,” but the reason for this is that “all” is separated 
from God. The author expressly says: “I know that it will be well 
with those who fear God, because they fear before him; but it will not 
be well with the wicked, neither will he prolong his days like a 
shadow, because he does not fear before God” (8:12-13). He teaches 
the way of “fear of God,” that is, abandonment to his will; just as in 
the theology of the wilderness, he urges faith in the presence of the 
Shekinah. Repeated on the occasion of even the most abundant har- 
vests, this act of faith prevents Jews from being blinded by the wealth 
they have accumulated and causes them to trust solely in God, as we 
read in the hymn that begins the synagogal liturgy for the feast of 
Booths: 


May it be thy will, O Lord my God and God of my fathers, to 
let thy divine Presence abide among us. Spread over us the 
canopy of thy peace in recognition of the precept of the 
Tabernacle which we are now fulfilling, and whereby we 
establish in fear and love the unity of thy holy and blessed 
Name. O surround us with the pure and holy radiance of 
thy glory, that is spread over our heads as the eagle over the 
nest he stirreth up (813). 


Israel is under the protection of the Shekinah, as the little ones 
in a nest are protected by their mother’s wings. Before being the fruit 
of toil, the harvests that have been gathered are a sign of the benevo- 
lence of this Shekinah; they are to be stored up and used not as a 
source of security but as gifts to be enjoyed and shared with our 
brothers and sisters. 

The reinterpretation of sukkot with the aid of the wilderness 
category and the Book of Ecclesiastes does not therefore mean a 
move away from the joyous and popular character of this feast; it 
means rather that the joy is established on a new and radical basis: If 
the joy of the people is great because of the abundant harvest, it 
becomes even greater when they realize that every harvest is a gift to 
them. The deepest source of joy is not the harvest as such but the 
divine love which the Torah proclaims and attests. It is for this rea- 
son that the seven festive days of sukkot are followed by an eighth, 
known as simhat Torah, “the joy of the Torah,” that is, the joy that is 
based on the Torah. 
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Simhat Torah, “the most joyous day in the whole year,”*” has 
two important ritual elements. The first is the completion and restart- 
ing of the proclamation of the sefer Torah. The final section of Deu- 
teronomy is read and, immediately after, the first pages of Genesis, in 
order not to interrupt the cycle of the Torah and in order to make 
clear that the Torah is not a “burden” but a “crown” which Jews 
desire to wear with joy throughout their lives. The reader who pro- 
claims, the final section of Deuteronomy is called hatan Torah, 
“spouse of the Torah,” while the one who is privileged to read the 
initial section of Genesis is called hatan bereshit, “‘spouse of Gene- 
sis.” The symbolism is clear: the Torah is a “bride” whose ‘“‘hus- 
band” Israel becomes fully only when it has assimilated the Torah 
from beginning to end. The reader of the final pericope is therefore 
called hatan Toran, whereas the reader of the passage from Genesis 
is only hatan bereshit. | 

But the climactic moment of the celebration is the seven proces- 
sional circuits (hakkafot) around the synagogue. All the scrolls are 
taken out and carried, while the crowd, and especially the children, 
dances and waves flags bearing such slogans as “We tremble with joy 
because of the Torah.” In the State of Israel the practice has been 
growing of carrying the Torah scrolls in the public squares, while the 
people sing and dance spontaneously. 

While the Torah scrolls are being carried in procession around 
the synagogue, litanic prayers made up of biblical phrases, in more or 
less verbatim form, are recited. In this way, by singing, praying, and 
dancing, the people express their intimacy with God, whose loving 
will is responsible for all the fruits of the soil and whose saving word, 
revealed in the Torah, is the source of joy and life. 


6. Addition of a New Feast Day in the Diaspora 


The feast of Passover lasts seven days, from the evening of 15 
Nisan to the evening of 21 Nisan; the feast of Pentecost lasts but a 
single day, 6 Sivan; and the feast of Booths lasts eight days, 15 to 21 
Tishri. These dates, however, hold only for the State of Israel and, in 
ancient times, for the communities residing in ’Eres Yisr’el. 

In the Diaspora, on the other hand, Passover lasts eight days, 
Pentecost two, and Booths nine. In other words, each feast has been 
lengthened by a day, which is known as yom tov sheni shel galuyot, 
the “second feast day in the Diaspora.” 

The reason for the difference in the liturgical practices of the 
Diaspora and the homeland is to be sought in the complexity of the 
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Jewish liturgical calendar, which follows both a lunar and a solar 
cycle. Since the Jewish feasts were originally agricultural and, like 
all the feasts of antiquity, followed a lunar cycle, their dating re- 
quired a precise determination of the beginning of the new month. In 
ancient times this beginning was determined by direct observation 
of the onset of the new moon. Later on, the task was taken over by the 
Palestinian patriarch who, once the beginning of the new month was 
determined, sent word to the other communities by means of signal 
fires lit on one hilltop after another throughout Jewish territory. 

This method was impossible, however, for the communities of 
the Diaspora, for those of Egypt, for example, or Babylonia. Messen- 
gers were sent to these communities, but could not always arrive on 
time in all areas, especially those far distant. This situation necessi- 
tated the addition of an extra day of festival, the yom tov sheni shel 
galuyot. 

The practice of the extra day continued even when, in the 
fourth century A.D., Patriarch Hillel II published a calendar based on 
astronomical calculations and thus rendered previous methods use- 
less, for now every Jewish community could determine exactly the 
beginning of all months and therefore of all feasts. 


R. Zera said...: We are now familiar with the system for 
determining the beginning of a new moon, yet we continue 
to observe two feastdays. . . . But if we are now familiar with 
the system for establishing the moment when a new moon 
begins, why do we continue to observe two days? The rea- 
son is that such is the teaching we received from Palestine: 
Be solicitous for the traditions passed on to you (Bezah, 4b). 


The Talmud thus justifies the continuation of this custom with 
an appeal to the principle of respect for tradition: “Be solicitous for 
the traditions passed on to you.” 

Today the additional feastday is still observed by Orthodox com- 
munities, but has been dropped by Reform communities, which re- 
gard it as a pointless duplication. 


Il. THE AUSTERE FEASTS 


In addition to the pilgrimage feasts, the Jewish liturgical year has 
the feasts of rosh ha-shanah (New Year’s Day) and yom kippur (Day 
of Atonement), two especially solemn and important celebrations 
that because of their penitential character are called “austere 
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feasts.” There are two main differences between these two feasts and 
the pilgrimage feasts: the former make no reference to natural and 
historical events, and their prevailing mood is not the spirit of fes- 
tivity but rather reflection and the confession of one’s sins. 

The main thought that underlies and is expressed by rosh ha- 
shanah and yom kippur is teshuvah (literally: return) with its twofold 
meaning of: consciousness of violation of the covenant and determi- 
nation to restore it; consciousness of having betrayed the Torah and 
renewed submission to its authority. 

Teshuvah, an indispensable mainstay of both the Jewish and the 
Christian traditions, says that evil is not part of the plan of creation 
(as an element that crept in by mistake or inevitably) but is due to 
human responsibility which introduced it through disobedience and 
can remove it by renewed fidelity and obedience. As we are told in 
the incomparable pages of Genesis 3, God expelled ’Adam from Eden 
because of his disobedience and closed its gates to prevent his return. 
Teshuvah expresses the hope—indeed the certainty—that these 
gates are not irrevocably closed; that "Adam, who represents every 
human being of every age, can enter through them again and that 
creation’s beauty can be resplendent once more. 

Rosh ha-shanah and yom kippur—the former celebrated on 1 
Tishri (September-—October) and the latter on 10 Tishri—make up, 
along with the days separating them, the ‘aseret yeme teshuvah, the 
“ten penitential days.” These are called yamim nora’im, “awesome 
days” or “days of awe,” because during them individuals decide to 
take a position for or against God, for the service of his creative word 
or the service of their own destructive wills: 


On rosh ha-shanah all the inhabitants of the world pass be- 
fore God like a flock before its shepherd. Three books are 
opened in which may be read the destiny of the good, the 
wicked, and those who are neither good nor wicked. The 
names of the upright are written in the Book of Life, while 
the names of the wicked are erased from it. Those who are 
neither good nor wicked are given a period of ten days, to 
the end of yom kippur. These ten days, during which the 
destiny of the majority of humankind is decided, are called 
yamim nora’im, “awesome days.’’”° 


In view of the importance of these yamim nora’im, there is ad- 
vance preparation for them in the form of special prayers called 
selihot, “penitential invocations,’ which are recited throughout the 
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month of ’elul that precedes Tishri. Chapter 6, verse 3 of the Song of 
Songs says: ‘ani le-dodi u-dodi li, “I am my beloved’s and my beloved 
is mine.” Read anacrostically, the initial letters of the words in this 
verse form the word ’elul. The idea was thus poetically instilled that 
the feast of rosh ha-shanah is a time of loving encounter between God 
and human beings.” 


I. Rosh ha-shanah 


Like other peoples of antiquity and even of modern times, Israel 
had several annual cycles. Rosh ha-shanah is only one of the Jewish 
New Year’s Days but it is the most important one religiously.** Rosh 
ha-shanah, a term used ever since the Mishnah, signifies not so 
much the chronological beginning of the year as it does the year’s 
foundational content. As in other religions, so here the temporal 
beginning is a metaphor for an ontological, metatemporal beginning. 
This is why on rosh ha-shanah Jews recall, first of all, the creation of 
the world, the bereshit bara’ ’Elohim et ha-shamaim we-et ha-’arez 
(Gen 1:1) as well as the world’s essential goodness, the wayar’ ’Elo- 
him... we-hinneh tob me’od, “and God saw... and behold, it was 
very good” (Gen 1:31). The years that pass in the rhythm of the 
calendar are not empty containers nor threats to human existence 
but gifts and words rich in meaning. Every New Year’s Day, as on the 
first morning of creation, God makes the world anew and entrusts it 
to human beings in order that in collaboration with him they may 
enjoy it and use it. 

But rosh ha-shanah marks not only the beginning of creation but 
also the beginning of the events of salvation: it was on rosh ha- 
shanah that God remembered Sarah, that Isaac was begotten, that 
Hannah bore Samuel, and so on. This day therefore asserts that the 
root of time is not within time but in the divine love that wills and 
creates it. Seen at this level, time is “salvation” and reveals its den- 
sity of value and meaning; otherwise, time is “loss,” that is, disper- 
sion and emptiness. 

New Year’s Day is called not only rosh ha-shanah but yom 
teru‘ah, the day of the blowing of the shofar or ram’s horn which in 
antiquity was used to call out the inhabitants of a village or town into 
the fields for the harvest. In a liturgical setting the shofar becomes 
the symbol of the voice of God who, as on Mount Sinai (see Ex 19:16), 
reveals himself to his people and obtains their fidelity and obe- 
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dience: “All that the Lord has ordained we will do and hear” (Ex 
19:8). The melancholy, penetrating sound of the shofar calls the 
Jewish people once again to the holy mountain for the renewal of 
their covenant. According to Moses Maimonides, the sound of the 
shofar is like a voice addressing us today and saying; 


Awake, awake, O sleepers, from your sleep! 

O.slumberers, arouse ye from your slumbers! 

Examine your deeds; return in repentance; and remember 
your Creator. 

Those of you who forget the truth in the follies of the 
times, and go astray the whole year in vanity and 
emptiness, which neither profit nor save, look to 
your souls. 

Improve your ways and works. 

Abandon, everyone of you, his evil course and the thought 
that is not good.” 


A third name for New Year’s Day is yom zikkaron, “day of me- 
morial” or “day of remembrance.” The name is used in the main 
benediction of the tefillah: “Blessed art thou... who hallowest Israel 
and the Day of Remembrance” (855). Rosh ha-shanah, then, is a day 
for remembering, but who does the remembering and what is it that 
is remembered? It is not human beings who “remember” God but 
rather God who ‘‘remembers” human beings. This surprising fact is 
emphasized in all the texts for this feast, especially the biblical pe- 
ricopes: Gen 21:1-4 and 1 Sam 1:19-20, which are read on the first 
day, and Gen 22:1 and Jer 31:20, which are read on the second. 

But what does it mean to say that God remembers a human 
being? “The Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did to 
Sarah as he had promised. And Sarah conceived, and bore Abraham 
a son in his old age at the time of which God had spoken to him” (Gen 
21:1-2). God’s “remembering” is his creative love that hears and 
brings aid, replacing the barrenness of the wilderness with a miracu- 
lous fertility. True, human beings, too, must “remember,” but their 
remembering is to be a “remembering God.” That is, they must not 
forget that God “remembers” them; that he loves them and protects 
them by making them lie down in “green pastures” and leading 
them ‘‘beside still waters” (Ps 23:2). 

Human “remembering” is an acceptance of God’s “remember- 
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ing,” an abandonment to the surprises which this remembering 
brings and the demands it makes: 


Is Ephraim my dear son? 
Is he my darling child? 
For as often as I speak against him, 
I do remember him still. 
Therefore my heart yearns for him; 
I will surely have mercy on him (Jer 21:20). 


Finally, rosh ha-shanah is also called yom ha-din, “day of judg- 
ment,” on which all human beings are summoned by the divine 
Judge in order to be examined regarding their actions in light of the 
covenant code. This “judgment” has for its purpose not condemna- 
tion but conversion and forgiveness: “I have no pleasure in the death 
of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live” (Ez 
33:11). God “judges” in order that the splendor of creation may not 
be obscured by sin, but human beings may enjoy it to the full; in 
order that human beings may return from “outside Eden” to 
“within” it and dwell there joyously. This unbreakable connection 
between the beginning of the world and the proclamation of judg- 
ment is emphasized in all the texts of rosh ha-shanah, and especially 
in this final text of the benedictions accompanying the blowing of the 
shofar: 


This day is the world’s assize: this day Thou causest all the 
creatures of the Universe to stand in judgment, as children 
or as servants (875, note). ... Thou rememberest what was 
wrought from eternity and art mindful of all that hath been 
formed from of old: before thee all secrets are revealed, and 
the multitude of hidden things since the creation; for there 
is no forgetfulness before the throne of thy glory, nor is there 
aught hidden from thine eyes. ... O Lord our God, [thou] 
lookest and seest to the end of all the ages. For thou wilt 
bring on the appointed time of remembrance for the judg- 
ment of every spirit and soul.... This day, on which was 
the beginning of thy work, is aremembrance of the first day, 
for it is a statute for Israel, a decree of the God of Jacob... .. 
Each separate creature is judged thereon [on this day], and 
recorded for life or for death.... Happy is the man who 
forgetteth thee not, and the son of man who strengtheneth 
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himself in thee; for they that seek thee shall never stumble, 
neither shall any be put to shame who trust in thee (877-79). 


In the liturgy there are three main elements that distinguish 
rosh ha-shanah and bring out its specific meaning: the tefillah, the 
musaf, and the blowing of the shofar. The first two are the same in 
structure as any other tefillah and musaf, but the added prayers are 
so numerous and of such a character that this basic structure is not 
easily discerned. 

The first benediction of the tefillah is enriched by a prayer for 
life: “Remember us unto life, O King who delightest in life, and in- 
scribe us in the book of life, O living God” (845). The intermediate 
benedictions, in their turn, have a lengthy invocation of God’s 
lordship: 


Our God and God of our fathers, reign thou in thy glory over 
the whole universe, and be exalted above all the earth in 
thine honour, and shine forth in the splendour and excel- 
lence of thy might upon all the inhabitants of thy world, that 
whatsoever hath been made may know that thou hast made 
it, and whatsoever hath been created may understand that 
thou hast created it, and whatsoever hath breath in its nos- 
trils may say, The Lord God of Israel is King, and nis domin- 
ion ruleth over all. Hallow us by thy commandments, and 
grant our portion in thy Torah.... O purify our hearts to 
serve thee in truth, for thou art God in truth and thy word is 
truth, and endureth for ever. Blessed art thou, O Lord, King 
over all the earth, who hallowest Israel and the Day of Re- 
membrance (853-55). 


The tefillah is followed by the ’Avinu malkenu (“Our Father, our 
King!’’), a litany of forty-four invocations, many of them attributed 
to R. Agiba, in each of which God is addressed as “Our Father, 
our King!”’: 


Our Father, our King! we have sinned before thee. 

Our Father, our King! we have no King but thee. 

Our Father, our King! deal with us [kindly] for the sake of 
thy Name. 

Our Father, our King! let a happy year begin for us.... 

Our Father, our King! be gracious unto us and answer us, 
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for we have no good works of our own; deal with us 
with charity and kindness, and save us (163-67). 


A second peculiarity of rosh ha-shanah is a musaf in which are 
included three prayers known as malkuyot (“‘kingships’’), zikronot 
(“remembrances”), and shofrot (‘‘shofar-soundings”’). The first de- 
velops the theme of the divine lordship, the second the theme of 
God’s remembrance and love of Israel, and the third the theme of 
some events in salvation history. The prayers are quite lengthy, espe- 
cially if we bear in mind that the morning liturgy on rosh ha-shanah 
usually takes six hours. 

A third characteristic of the liturgy for this feast is the blowing of 
the shofar. It was originally blown at dawn, before the beginning of 
the morning service, as an invitation to the teshuvah that lasts until 
the Day of Atonement. After the rebellion of Bar Kokhba (135 A.D.), 
however, the blowing of the shofar was made part of the synagogal 
service, lest the Romans misinterpret it as a call to rebellion. It is at 
present blown during the musaf service, after each of the three spe- 
cial prayers mentioned above. 

There is, finally, still another ceremony that may be regarded as 
peculiar to rosh ha-shanah: the tashlik (“mayest thou cast”), which is 
a procession before sundown on the first day of the feast; in this 
procession Jews walk to the banks of a river in order to cast their sins 
into it, in accordance with the words of Micah: “Thou wilt cast all 
our sins into the depths of the sea. Thou wilt show faithfulness to 
Jacob and steadfast love to Abraham, as thou hast sworn to our fa- 
thers from the days of old” (7:19-20). Once the river bank is reached, 
Psalms 33 and 130 are recited, as is the following prayer: 


Who is a God like unto thee, that pardoneth iniquity and 
passeth by the transgression of the remnant of his heritage? 
He retaineth not his anger for ever, because he delighteth in 
lovingkindness. He will again have mercy upon us; he will 
subdue our iniquities. And thou wilt cast all the sins of thy 
people, the house of Israel, into a place where they shall be 
no more remembered or ever again come to mind (889). 


According to the Zohar, “everything that is cast into the depths 
is lost for ever.’’*° By symbolically throwing its sins into the flowing 
river, the community expresses its desire and intention of renewing 
itself in depth and separating itself from its sinful past. 

Rosh ha-shanah has many meanings: it is a feast of creation, a 
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feast of saving events, a feast of judgment, and a New Year’s feast. 
These meanings, however, are not opposed among themselves nor 
simply juxtaposed to one another, but represent emphases on several 
aspects of a single insight, namely, that time, when lived before God, 
is not a threat but the house of meaning. For this reason, rosh ha- 
shanah is marked not only by an intense penitential spirit but also by 
an equally intense, even if diffuse, joy. The joyous side can be seen 
in: the blessing of apples and honey, which are symbols of happiness 
and prosperity; the use of white garments, which symbolize purity 
and beauty; and the exchange of wishes that each person’s name 
may be written “in the book of life (sefer hayim).’’ All these are 
eloquent images that give positive expression to the meaning, at once 
theological and anthropological, of this feast and of the teshuvah 
which is its principal category. The images represent the emergence 
of the positive and edenic dimension of the feast, and of the will to 
turn around and once more dwell responsibly in the midst of 
creation. 


2. Yom kippur 


This is the climactic point of the ‘aseret yeme teshuvah, the “ten 
penitential days,” that began with rosh ha-shanah, the Day of Divine 
Judgment. Those who accept teshuvah and are renewed thereby 
come now to the yom kippur or yom a-kippurim, the day of the great 
forgiveness. This feast is also called the Great Sabbath (Shabbat 
Shabbatot, the Sabbath of Sabbaths), or simply Yoma in the Mishnah. 
It is the feast on which the people regard themselves as cleansed 
(kipper = expiate; whence kippur) from all their sins, in keeping with 
the prophetic promise: “Though all your sins are like scarlet, they 
shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they 
shall become like wool” (Is 1:18). This wiping out of sins and purifica- 
tion from them is not the work of human beings but of God, who 
renews the promise made in creation and covenant by not holding 
his partners’ infidelity against them. Thanks to this forgiveness, the 
creative plan can never be regarded as a definitive failure, for it is 
always possible to break the chains of destiny and begin anew. 

The forgiveness meant here is not a magical formula that does 
away with the sinner’s responsibility but a demanding gift that 
awakens the conscience to the meaning of its choices. Commenting 
on Lev 16:30, the tractate of the Mishnah devoted to yom kippur says 
clearly: “For transgressions that are between man and God the Day 
of Atonement effects atonement, but for transgressions that are be- 
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tween a man and his fellow the Day of Atonement effects atonement 
only if he has appeased his fellow” (Yoma 8, 9; Danby, 172). 

Sometime before, Jesus had voiced or confirmed the same 
principle: 


If you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember 
that your brother has something against you, leave your gift 
there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your 
brother, and then come and offer your gift. Make friends 
quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to 
court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the 
judge to the guard, and you be put in prison (Mt 5:23-25). 


God’s forgiveness is thus linked to our forgiveness of our 
brothers and sisters; yom kippur reconciles with God if on rosh ha- 
shanah and the succeeding penitential days we are reconciled with 
our brothers and sisters. The connection between God’s forgiveness 
and our forgiveness of others is, however, not causative but revela- 
tory. The meaning is not: “God forgives you because you have for- 
given others,” but “Your forgiveness of others means that you al- 
ready have God’s forgiveness.” Forgiveness of others is both a sign 
and a fruit of the divine forgiveness when this is willingly accepted. 

When God created, he entrusted the garden of Eden to human 
beings in order that they might “till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). When 
he forgives, he recreates the garden for them and entrusts it to them 
once again, even though they have ruined and ravaged it. Forgive- 
ness is God’s recreative energy that refuses to allow the failure of 
human history. It is the Amen to meaning and life, an Amen re- 
peated after every “no” of blind and ungrateful human beings. Con- 
sciousness of this situation has made “the Yom Kippur services the 
ones which are the most widely observed” in Judaism” and so rich in 
liturgical and ritual elements “that they usually last from early morn- 
ing to sunset.’’”’ 

The principal rites that are distinctive of yom kippur are the kol 
nidre, the confession of sins, the biblical readings, the musaf, and the 
concluding rite known ne‘ilah. 

The feast of yom kippur begins with a rite whose origin cannot 
easily be determined and which consists in appearing, before sun- 
down, before the rabbinical tribunal in the synagogue and there re- 
scinding kol nidre, that is, “all vows”: “All vows, obligations, oaths, 
and anathemas... which we may vow, or swear, or pledge, or 
whereby we may be bound from this Day of Atonement until the 
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next, we do repent. May they be deemed abolished, forgiven, an- 
nulled, and void. ... The vows shall not be reckoned vows; the obli- 
gations shall not be obligatory; nor the oaths be oaths.’ 

This statement, which is sung three times and heard in silence, 
is followed by the response of the community, which is likewise 
. repeated three times: “And all the congregation of the people of 
Israel shali be forgiven, and the stranger who sojourns among 
them, because the whole population was involved in the error” 
(Nüm 15:26), 

The “vows” here rescinded are not obligations undertaken to- 
ward the neighbor but those undertaken toward God, for example, to 
abstain from certain pleasures or certain rites. It is therefore wrong 
and unjust to accuse Jews, on the basis of this text, of being treacher- 
ous, corrupt, and untrustworthy. The reason for this “loosing of 
vows” is twofold. It is a way of asserting the sovereign freedom of 
God’s forgiveness, which does not depend on human promises and 
oaths. Secondly, it springs from a consciousness that the real human 
“commitment” that is needed is not toward God but toward our 
fellow human beings. Reform Judaism has dropped the rite of the kol 
nidre, but this still remains almost universally one of the most im- 
pressive and meaningful moments in the Jewish liturgy. Back in 
1913, Franz Rosenzweig was so moved by it that he converted back 
to Judaism and became one of its best masters through his books and 
teaching. 

The heart of yom kippur, however, is the confession of sins (wid- 
duy), which is included in the tefillah and is repeated five times 
during the day. It takes the form of a lengthy penitentia! formula that 
has two parts: ’ashamnu (“we have sinned”) and ‘al het’ (“for the sin 
which we have committed .. .’’): 


Our God and God of our fathers, let our prayer come 
before thee; hide not thyself from our supplication, for we 
are not so arrogant and hardened that we should say before 
thee, O Lord our God and God of our fathers, we are 
righteous and are sinless; but verily, we have sinned. 

We are guilt-laden (’ashamnu); we have been faithless, 
we have robbed, and we have spoken basely; 

We have committed iniquity, and caused unrighteous- 
ness: we have been presumptuous, done violence, framed 
falsehood; 

We have counselled evil, we have failed in promise, we 
have scoffed, revolted, and blasphemed; we have been re- 
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bellious, we have acted perversely, we have transgressed, 
oppressed, and been stiff-necked; 

We have done wickedly, we have corrupted ourselves 
and committed abomination; we have gone astray, and we 
have led astray. 

We have turned aside from thy commandments and 
good judgments, and it availed us nought. But thou art 
righteous in all that has come upon us; for thou hast acted 
truthfully, but we have wrought unrighteousness. 

What shall we say before thee, O thou who dwellest on 
high, and what shall we recount unto thee, thou who abid- 
est in the heavens? dost thou not know all things, both the 
hidden and the revealed? 

Thou knowest the secrets of eternity and the most hid- 
den mysteries of all living. Thou searchest the innermost 
recesses, and dost test the feelings and the heart. Nought is 
concealed from thee, or hidden from thine eyes. 

May it then be thy will, O Lord our God and God of our 
fathers, to forgive us for all our sins, to pardon us for all our 
iniquities, and to grant us remission for all our 
transgressions. 

For the sin (‘al het’) which we have committed before 
thee under compulsion, or of our own will; 

And for the sin which we have committed before thee 
in hardening of the heart: 

For the sin which we have committed before thee out of 
ignorance; 

And for the sin which we have committed before thee 
with utterance of the lips; 

For the sin which we have committed before thee by 
unchastity; 

And for the sin which we have committed before thee 
openly and secretly.... 

For all these, O God of forgiveness, forgive us, pardon 
us, grant us remission (907-13). 


This list continues on with implacable sternness through forty- 
four headings of sin, which are confessed in the plural (“we”) and 
while striking the breast. 

A third prayer distinctive of yom kippur is found in the tefillah 
of the musaf service. This calls to mind the solemn priestly rite cele- 
brated in Jerusalem, when the kohen gadol (“high priest”) confessed 
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sins in the name of the entire populace, pronounced the Tetragram- 
maton, and prayed as follows when he entered the Holy of Holies 
(the one and only time that he entered.it during the year): 


May it be Thy will, O Lord our God and God of our fathers, 
that this year that hath now arrived be unto us and unto all 
Thy people, the house of Israel, a year of plenteous store; a 
year of blessings... a year in which Thou wilt bless our 
going out and our coming in... a year of peace and tran- 
quillity ...a year in which Thy people, the house of Israel, 
may not be in need of support, one from the other, nor from 
another people, in that Thou wilt set a blessing upon the 
work of their hands.*® 


In the area of biblical readings, various special passages are cho- 
sen for yom kippur, among them Lev 16; Is 57:14-58; and the Book 
of Jonah. 

Lev 16:1-34 describes the temple ritual on yom kippur, the role 
of the kohen gadol, and especially the rite of the “scapegoat,” the 
goat that was symbolically laden with the sins of the people by 
means of a laying on of hands and then sent out into the wilderness to 
a place far from any human presence. Although the account displays 
elements of magic, it was reread in the synagogal liturgy as an histori- 
cal narrative and, above all, as an image of a personal moral purifica- 
tion which was the individual’s responsibility. This is the point that 
is forcefully expressed in the haftarah from Isaiah, in which the 
prophet criticizes fasting as an end in itself and then shows its value 
as a tool for moral progress: 


Behold, you fast only to quarrel and to fight 
and to hit with wicked fist. 
Fasting like yours this day 
will not make your voice to be heard on high. 
Is such the fast that I choose, 
a day for a man to humble himself? ... 
Is not this the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of wickedness, 
to undo the thongs of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
and to break every yoke? (Is 58:4-6). 


If we bear in mind that yom kippur is the only day of the year on 
which a strict, indeed total, fast is observed for twenty-four hours 
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(from one evening to the next), we will better appreciate the chal- 
lenge this haftarah contains. 

But the most distinctive text read on yom kippur is the Book of 
Jonah, one of the most beautiful and richest of the Bible. It uses the 
language of poetry and myth to describe the sovereignty of God and 
his love for all nations, to say how it is possible for every human 
being, regardless of race or nationality, to repent and be converted, 
and to show the hardness of heart represented by Jonah who did not 
believe in God’s forgiveness or the Ninevites’ change of heart and 
whom God had to challenge and prove wrong. 

The final element that sets yom kippur apart is the liturgy of the 
ne‘ilah, which is short for ne‘ilat she’arim, “closing of the doors.” It 
calls to mind the prayer that used to be said in Jerusalem when the 
temple gates were closed at the end of the day. Once the temple was 
destroyed, this rite was taken over in the synagogal liturgy as a con- 
clusion for yom kippur. In this context the “closing of the doors” 
becomes symbolic: the doors are an image of the “doors of heaven” 
which were opened on rosh ha-shanah and are closed again, after ten 
days, on the feast of the Great Forgiveness. This symbolic “closing of 
the doors” does not mean that the grace of God is accessible to Israel 
only during the ten penitential days, for this grace is always available 
to it. The image emphasizes rather the urgency and radical character 
of the expected human response, which may not be put off with 
impunity. 

The rite takes place in the evening before sunset. Among other 
prayers Ps 145 is read, and the tefillah and some piyyutim, or poems, 
are recited. The tefillah shows some important changes when com- 
pared to the tefillah of the morning service: for example, instead of 
“O inscribe all the children of thy covenant for a happy life,” the 
prayer here is: “O seal all the children of thy covenant for a happy 
life”; the piyyutim develop the theme of the “door to be closed.” The 
rite ends with the sounding of a long-drawn-out note on the shofar: 
this symbolizes the forgiveness of God by which Israel is renewed 


and can live the new years as both “inscribed and sealed in the book 
of life.” 


lll. THE MINOR FEASTS 


In addition to the pilgrimage feasts and the austeré feasts, Jewish 
tradition has others that are called “minor” or “little,” because the 
Torah does not speak of them. The most important of these are the 
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feasts or festivals of hannukah and purim, which are connected with 
two historical events: hannukah with the recovery of the temple in 
the war against Syria (165 B.C.), purim with the deliverance of the 
Jewish people from Persian enslavement thanks to the courage and 
prayers of Esther. 

Like pesah, which serves as foundation and model, these two 
feasts celebrate events having to do with freedom. They call to mind 
all the attempts throughout history to annihilate the Jewish people 
(the Persians, the Romans... the Nazis); at the same time, they bear 
witness to the strength of the children of Israel who, sustained by 
God, have managed to survive and triumph. The enemies of Israel 
may be many and aggressive, but hannukah and purim remind us 
that God is always stronger than they and that deliverance from 
slavery is always possible. | 

Though the meaning of the two feasts is basically the same, their 
liturgical celebrations are quite different: the first is more sober and 
serious, the second more joyous and popular. 


I. Hanukkah 


In the second century B.C. Antiochus IV, King of Syria, tried to 
Hellenize Judaism by banning all of its basic religious practices: the 
temple ritual, the teaching of the Torah, the observance of the sab- 
bath, and the circumcision of male infants. The violence reached its 
climax in 167 B.C., when the Syrian king forced his way into the 
temple in Jerusalem and there offered sacrifice to Zeus and dese- 
crated the place. This supreme abomination led to a revolt under the 
Hasmoneans, led by Judas Maccabaeus, who in 165 B.C. succeeded in 
conquering the Syrians, winning back the temple, and rededicating 
it at a great festival. The festival, repeated each year, became the 
feast of hannukah, “dedication,” known also as the Festival of Lights 
and celebrated for eight days beginning on 25 Kislev (December). 

Scholars are not in full agreement in their attempts at an histori- 
cal reconstruction of the liturgical elements of hannukah. These, 
however, certainly focus primarily on the rebuilding of the temple 
that had been desecrated by Antiochus IV. They remained practi- 
cally unchanged when, after the destruction of the temple, they 
were taken over into the synagogal liturgy. 

The most important part of the hannukah ritual is the lighting of 
the lamps, a ceremony that originally took place in the temple and 
that now takes place in the synagogue and the home. The eight- 
branched candlestick (hanukiyyah), when lit and shining out in all 
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its splendor, is a symbol of God’s reconsecrated temple and its resto- 
ration to its original brightness (see 2 Chr 29:17). The reconsecration 
was God’s gift rather than the work of the Maccabees. This is the 
point made in the talmudic story of how the little flask of oil that was 
found in the temple after its desecration burned miraculously for 
eight days until a new one could be obtained. 

The lighting of the candles is accompanied by the singing of a 
very beautiful and popular hymn, sur ma‘oz (“rock of my strength”), 
which is attributed to Mordecai, a German writer of about 1250 A.D.: 


Rock of my strength, my citadel, 
you whom we delight to honor, 
give your faithful people back 

their temple, wherein to honor you. 
Once our wicked enemies 

have been defeated, 

we shall celebrate 

and sing of 

your reconsecrated altar.*° 


A second important part of the liturgy is the prayer known as ‘al 
ha-nissim (“for the miracles”), which is included in the tefillah and 
the birkat ha-mazon: 


We thank thee also for the miracles, for the redemption, for 
the mighty deeds and saving acts, wrought by thee, as well 
as for the wars which thou didst wage for our fathers in days 
of old, at this season... when the iniquitous power of 
Greece rose up against thy people Israel to make them for- 
getful of thy Torah. ... Thou didst plead their cause, thou 
didst judge their suit, thou didst avenge their wrong; thou 
deliveredst the strong into the hands of the weak, the many 
into the hands of the few, the impure into the hands of the 
pure, the wicked into the hands of the righteous, and the 
arrogant into the hands of them that occupied themselves 
with thy Torah (151-53). 


The reader will observe that the biblical readings for the celebra- 
tion of Hanukkah do not include passages from the Books of the 
Maccabees, because these books are not part of the Jewish canon. 
Instead, Num 7 is read which describes the consecration of the altar 
in the time of Moses. The haftarah is from Zechariah (2:14-4:7), 
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which speaks of “a lampstand all of gold, with a bowl on the top of it, 
and seven lamps on it, with seven lips on each of the lamps which are 
on the top of it” (4:2). This passage would evidently be a reminder of 
the candelabrum that was reconsecrated and relit by the Hasmone- 
ans after the desecration of the temple. The haftarah ends with these 
_ words: “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord 
of hosts” (4:6). The feast of Hanukkah is a celebration of precisely this 
certainty: that Israel cannot fail, but that this preservation is due not 
to its own power but to that of God. It is this that has encouraged it to 
struggle against injustice and oppression, and spurred the movement 
of return to ’eres Yisra’el, and that is an effective bulwark against 
the temptations and risks of an unconditional and uncritical 
assimilation. 


2. Purim 


The festival of purim is connected with an historical event that 
is narrated in one of the five megillot (“scrolls”), namely, the Book of 
Esther. The Jews, who had settled in Persia in about the fifth century 
before the Christian era, were now threatened with extermination 
due to the hatred of Haman, minister plenipotentiary of King Aha- 
suerus (or Xerxes). But the intervention of a young Jewish woman, 
Esther (whose name means “‘Star’’), a Jewish orphan and niece of 
Mordecai, whose exceptional beauty caused her to become the 
king’s wife and queen, frustrated this plan of extermination by re- 
versing the situation: Haman was hanged, Mordecai took over Ha- 
man’s office, and the Jews massacred their enemies. 

The feast of purim recalls this victory and reversal in which 
loser becomes victor and victor loser. The name (pur/purim) is ex- 
plained in the Book of Esther: “Haman ... the enemy of all the Jews, 
had plotted against the Jews to destroy them, and had cast Pür, that 
is, the lot, to crush and destroy them.... Therefore they named 
these days Piirim, after the term Pür” (9:24-26). But because God had 
changed the “lot” of death into victory and life, “Mordecai... sent 
letters to all the Jews who were in all the provinces of King Aha- 
suerus ... enjoining them that they should keep the fourteenth day 
of the month Adar, and also the fifteenth day of the same [= Febru- 
ary—March]... as the month that had been turned for them from 
sorrow into gladness and from mourning into a holiday” (9:20-22). 

Although of all the feasts purim is the one that has most taken on 
secular traits, to the point of becoming a kind of carnival, and al- 
though the Book of Esther never mentions the divine Name and is 
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therefore not in the Qumran canon, its religious structure is the same 
as that of the other historical Jewish feasts: God delivered the chil- 
dren of Israel from the power of Haman, just as he had delivered 
them from the power of the Egyptians and from all other tyrannies. 

The most important liturgical elements that distinguish purim 
are the prayer ‘al ha-nissim (“for the miracles”), which is included in 
the tefillah, and the reading of the megillah of Esther, the megillah 
par excellence ever since the time of the Mishnah. The prayer ‘al 
ha-nissim is a prayer of thanksgiving to God for having delivered the 
Jews from the hands of Haman: 


We thank thee also for the miracles, for the redemption, for 
the mighty deeds and saving acts, wrought by thee... in 
days of old, at this season, in the days of Mordecai and 
Esther, in Sushan the capital, when the wicked Haman rose 
up against them, and sought to destroy, to slay and cause to 
perish all the Jews, both young and old, women and little 
children... then thou didst in thine abundant mercy bring 
his counsel to nought, didst frustrate his design, and return 
his recompense upon his own head (151-53). 


But the heart of the purim liturgy is the reading of the megillah, 
which is done twice during the day, once in the morning and once in 
the afternoon, in an atmosphere of noisy rejoicing. When the name of 
Haman is uttered, it is greeted with rancorous remarks and various 
noises expressing scorn and derision; the names of Mordecai and 
Esther are greeted with applause and shouts of joy and exultation. 
The teaching of the rabbis emphasizes the positive meaning of these 
actions and expressions, which “are not intended to commemorate 
revenge, vindictiveness and the downfall of our enemies, but to keep 
ever-green in our minds the hope of the ultimate triumph of that 
which is just’’;** not to arouse negative feelings but to nourish the 
faith and certainty that “the Glory of Israel will not lie or repent; for 
he is not a man that he should repent” (1 Sam 15:29). 

The reading of the megillah is followed by a benediction that is 
prescribed in the Talmud (Meg. 21b) and, in the afternoon, by a 
hymn that ends with these words: 


Accursed be Haman who sought to destroy me; ' 
Blessed be Mordecai the Jew; 
Accursed be Zeresh, the wife of him that terrified me; 
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Blessed be Esther my protectress; and may Harbonah also 
be remembered for good.*” 


Many writers have pointed out that purim is a kind of Jewish 
carnival that celebrates violations of law, disorder, and the turning of 
the world upside down and topsy-turvy. The description is accept- 
able, provided we understand the meaning of this “world turned 
upside down”: it is not a world in which a new disorder reigns, but a 
world of true order, the order willed by God. Purim challenges our 
present world which is based on injustice and on the oppression 
practiced by one Haman after another; it proclaims the possibility of 
a new world in which the beauty and harmony of “Esther” hold 
sway. Purim turns the world upside down in order to set it on its feet, 
because the world usually regarded as “on its feet” is in reality a 
world “turned upside down.” 





Conclusion 


From Ignorance to Understanding 
and Cooperation 


Jules Isaac was a Jewish French historian whose thinking was 
profoundly marked by the “iniquitous tragedy” of genocide that had 
claimed the majority of his loved ones, including his wife and chil- 
dren, as its victims. In his book The Teaching of Contempt, which 
appeared a year before his death in 1963, he denounced the wicked- 
ness of the Christian Churches in fostering misunderstanding, rejec- 
tion, hatred, ill treatment, and persecution of Jews. The enormous 
effort made by this prophet of our times did not fail to bear fruit in 
Vatican Is Declaration Nostra Aetate, which owed its existence in 
part to his passionate concern and courage.’ 

Today, twenty years after the conciliar document, the “ideology 
of contempt,” as used to discredit Jews and add demonic traits to the 
picture people have of them, has been overcome for good; in its place 
there is a growing awareness of the need of a new and different 
relationship with the Jewish people. But, while “contempt” has been 
eliminated, the same is not true of the “ignorance” that was both its 
effect and its cause. There is ignorance not only of the “Old” Testa- 
ment (which too many theologians still look upon as secondary, pro- 
paedeutic, and typological), nor only of history (so that many still 
think Judaism disappeared with the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.), but 
also and above all of the Jewish liturgy, from which the Christian 
liturgy derived elements and models. 


Jewish Liturgy and Christian Liturgy 


According to David Flusser, ‘Judaism and Christianity could be 
likened to two students with similar backgrounds who have been 
assigned the same tasks.’’? This statement holds not only for the theo- 
logical and spiritual background or setting of the two religions, but 
also, and especially, for the liturgical and cultic setting which I have 
sought to reconstruct in the preceding pages by leading the reader 
through the complex and fascinating world of Jewish prayer. From 
that world the Christian liturgy has taken over more elements that 
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can readily be imagined; this is a fact which only stubborn ignorance 
can hide. It is true that today we do not lack for authoritative 
scholars who emphasize and seek out the substantive links between 
the Jewish liturgy and the Christian liturgy. At the same time, how- 
ever, what Louis Bouyer wrote over two decades ago still holds true: 


The continued persistence of this state of mind [that the 
Eucharist has no prehistory in Judaism], even with scholars 
who are deeply intuitive as they are well-informed, is some- 
what disconcerting. 

When we see Dom Odo Casel’s immense effort to find 
the antecedents of Christian worship in the most incongru- 
ous pagan rites, and the small concern he brought to the 
least contestable Jewish antecedents, we wonder how such 
an open mind could have remained so little open to certain 
obvious matters of fact.* 


A little further on, the same author writes: “The question which 
then arises is unavoidable. Why have people wished with all their 
might to search so far and wide, and with such unlikely detours, in 
order to avoid finding the true source of the Christian liturgy close 
at hand?’” 

The author supplies various answers to these questions, but 
surely one of the most important is ignorance of the Jewish liturgical 
texts; I mean not so much ignorance of their historical existence as 
ignorance of their spiritual and theological structure and substance. 
As a result of long-inherited anti-Jewish prejudice, Jewish liturgical 
texts are unconsciously regarded as “Pharisaic” (with all the nega- 
tive connotations attached to this word); people forget that Jesus 
prayed these texts, and so did the Virgin Mary, the apostles, and the 
early Church for many decades. Use of the category of ‘‘Phar- 
iseeism,” a handy but harmful weapon used by the Christian 
Churches as well, has not only distorted the picture of intertesta-. 
mental and rabbinical Judaism; it has also distorted our vision of the 
Jewish liturgy and prevented Christians from drawing upon it as 
“living water,” in the same way that the New Testament draws upon 
the Old. This ‘‘Phariseeization”’ of the Jewish liturgy is perhaps most 
truly to blame for feelings of alienation and distance which Chris- 
tians have toward the texts of Jewish prayer. 

By “alienation” I mean a sense of bewilderment and remoteness, 
so that we feel more at home with the texts of “pagan” prayers than 
with Jewish texts. Speaking still of Odo Casel, Louis Bouyer says: 
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(He) was in no way ignorant of the Jewish texts whose com- 
parison with Christian texts is indispensable before any 
other comparison can be made. He cites them. He observed 
their most striking parallels. But for him they are just note- 
worthy parallels. It seems he cannot see that the origin and 
also the explanation of what is most sui generis in the Chris- 
tian Eucharist is to be found here. He looks for neither ori- 
gin, nor explanation anywhere except in the pagan 
mysteries.’ 


If, however, we allow the Jewish liturgical texts to speak and if 
we yield to their poetic beauty and, more importantly, their interior 
spiritual movement, we see how surprisingly relevant and close to us 
they are. What Christian can fail to hear his or her own voice in the 
berakot, the tefillah, the reading and commentary on the Torah, the 
sabbath qiddush, the havdalah, the dayyenu, the nishmat kol hay 
(“the breath of every living thing”), and in the spirituality of pesah, 
shavu‘ot, sukkot, rosh ha-shanah, kippur, and so on? What Christian . 
can fail to find therein expressions of the trust and abandonment of 
Jesus to his Father? 

The result and ultimate fruit of this alienation has been the 
breakaway of the Christian liturgy from its natural historical roots. 

Here again is Louis Bouyer: 


To imagine that the Christian liturgy sprang up from a sort 
of spontaneous generation, motherless and fatherless like 
Melchizedek, or trustingly to give it a sort of putative pater- 
nity which would definitively erase any perception of its 
authentic genealogy, is from the start to reduce all recon- 
structions to a more or less scholarly, more or less ingenious 
mass of misconceptions.’ 


But how can the ekklesia be understood apart from the syna- 
gogue, the liturgy of the word apart from the geri’at Torah, the Eucha- 
ristic Prayer apart from the berakah, the cycle of readings apart from 
the parashot and haftarot, baptism apart from the miqweh, the sup- 
per apart from the birkat ha-mazon, Easter apart from pesah, Pente- 
cost apart from shavu‘ot, Sunday apart from shabbat, the divine of- 
fice apart from the tehillim (hymns and psalms), conversion apart 
from teshuvah, Lent apart from yom kippur, liturgical translations 
apart from the targumim, the homily apart from the midrashim, and 
so on? 

To point out these connections is not to deny the originality of 
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the Christian liturgy by reducing it to a product or prolongation of 
the Jewish liturgy. It is rather to identify the soil from which the 
Christian liturgy sprang and the source with which it must be com- 
pared. The new element in the Christian liturgy is due not to a cre- 
ation out of nothing but to a Christological reinterpretation of what 
Judaism provided; not to a doing away with it but to a differentiation 
from it. 

This point is especially important for an understanding of Chris- 
tian feasts. It is usually said that as Judaism historicized the agricul- 
tural festivals, so the Church christologized them, with the result 
that Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost now commemorate the birth, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus and his presence among us through 
the gift of his Spirit. The statement is true, provided it does not imply 
an emptying out of the content of the Jewish feasts but rather their 
reassertion and fulfillment. Just as the Jewish feasts did not eliminate 
the material, earthly content of the agricultural festivals (and can 
any festival fail to be “agricultural’’?), so the Christian feasts do not 
eliminate but take over and radicalize the meaning of the Jewish 
feasts: the Garden of Eden (that is, our present world in the divine 
plan) flourishes and produces its fruits only where human beings 
live their lives with Jesus and like Jesus, the Messiah and Son of God. 


Jews and Christians Pray to the Same God and 
for the Same Kingdom 


A second level of ignorance shows itself in the notion that the 
Jewish liturgy is an historical document telling us ofa people that has 
disappeared and not, as it in fact is, the prayer of a living, believing 
community. Schalom Ben Chorin recently said something that 
should make many Christians reflect on their own conduct: 


I can say from personal experience that I have often been 
utterly bewildered by the questions which Christians ask 
me in all good faith. At the end of a week spent on an intro- 
duction to Judaism, one participant asked me: “Do Jews 
pray to God?” A highranking churchman, the abbot of a 
German monastery, asked: “Has Judaism experienced any 
theological development since the establishment of the Old 
Testament canon?” 


Christians must change their mental outlook in two ways by 
realizing that the Jewish liturgy is not something purely of the past 
and that in the Jewish liturgy the worshipers pray to the same God as 
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we do and in behalf of the same cause. So influential a book as Non di 
solo pane, a catechism for youth (1979), has this to say when dealing 
with the institution of the Eucharist: 


When the father of a Jewish family celebrated the Passover 
supper with wife and children... the Law required him to 
explain what he was doing. ... The meal with its unleav- 
ened bread was interpreted as a present sharing of the Jews 
in the salvation wrought by God for Moses and his people. It 
was the “memorial” of those ancient saving events. The rite 
appeared, however, to be a symbolic representation of that 
salvation rather than a real participation in it.’ 


A catechism for adults, Signore da chi andremo? (1981), uses the 
same past tense. “The [Jewish] rite ordered the father of the family to 
explain to his children the deeper meaning of the foods which they 
were eating. Why the bitter herbs, why the unleavened bread and 
the roast lamb? The herbs recalled the oppression of enslavement; 
the unleavened bread, the haste with which the Jews had had to 
leave Egypt." 

These books constantly speak of the Jewish rite as something 
belonging to the past. This enables them to show that from a general 
historical viewpoint and from a Christian viewpoint in particular, 
there has been a development from a “before” to an “after.” The 
danger, however, is that the reader will end up assuming that the rite 
has now disappeared and failing to realize that it is a matter of daily 
spiritual experience for millions of believing Jews in our time. 

If, on the other hand, we bear in mind that the Jewish faith is still 
being lived by multitudes today, the Church will be helped not to 
“forget that she received the revelation of the Old Testament by way 
of that people with whom God in his inexpressible mercy established 
the ancient covenant” (Vatican IJ, Nostra Aetate, no. 4), and that, in 
the words of Paul the Apostle, “the gifts and the call of God are 
irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). To be familiar with the Jewish liturgy is 
not only to add to one’s store of historical and cultural lore; it is, 
above all, to enter into the praying soul of the Jewish people as down 
the centuries it raises its voice in praise and invocation of the God 
who is also the God of Jesus and of Christians, the one God of all 
humankind and all religions. 

It is certainly at this level that these “‘sisters,” the Jewish liturgy 
and the Christian liturgy, find themselves in closest contact and har- 
mony: both proclaim the reign of God, both proclaim and sanctify his 
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Name, both praise and thank him and appeal for his coming. The 
gedushat ha-shem, or sanctification of the Name, is the very heart of 
both the Jewish and the Christian liturgy; it is the point at which the 
two covenanted peoples meet and may be seen to be alike. 

Jews in the tefillah and Christians in the Mass cry: “Holy, holy, 
holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory”’ (Is 6:3). 
To unite oneself with the choir of angels in professing that God is 
gadosh is to acknowledge his sovereign and absolute lordship: not 
because he is “the boss” but because he is the fountain of life. The 
qgedushat ha-shem is indeed an assertion of the holiness of God, not 
however simply as an objective fact but insofar as it is the foundation 
and pledge of human happiness. In Isaiah’s hymn the triple “holy” is 
followed by a statement of fact: “The whole earth is full of his glory.” 
The earth is beautiful and inhabitable, and productive of life and not 
of death, not in virtue of human effort but because it is ‘‘the glory of 
God,” that is, a concrete expression of his love. Apart from this 
“glory” the earth is an empty wilderness, like the land of Adam the 
sinner; with this “glory” it is, like Eden, rich in “every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food” (Gen 2:9). The qedushat ha- 
shem is therefore not an exercise in irrelevant rhetoric. Its function is 
to restore a world marred by sin to its original beauty; to put the 
“glory of God” back at the center of the world and have it remain 
there; to burst the bonds of injustice and violence that cause the 
Shekinah to withdraw from the earth.?? 

No special energies or abilities are needed in order to accom- 
plish this “miracle”: 


Each time we are about to drink a glass of water, we remind 
ourselves of the eternal mystery of creation, “Blessed be 
Thou... by Whose word all things come into being”... 
Wishing to eat bread or fruit, to enjoy a pleasant fragrance or 
a cup of wine; on tasting fruit in season for the first time; on 
seeing a rainbow, or the ocean; on noticing trees when they 
blossom; on meeting a sage in Torah or in secular learning: 
on hearing good or bad tidings—we are taught to invoke His 
great name and our awareness of Him. Even on performing a 
physiological function we say “Blessed be Thou... who 
healest all flesh and doest wonders.” 

This is one of the goals of the Jewish way of living: to 
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experience commonplace deeds as spiritual adventures, to 
feel the hidden love and wisdom in all things.” 


If it is true—as is being emphatically claimed in many quarters 
—that the world is being threatened today as never before with triv- 
iality and a crisis of meaninglessness, then the Christian liturgy and, 
even more, the Jewish liturgy with its focus on berakah offer the 
most satisfactory answer to the emergency, for they help us to redis- 
cover “the hidden love and wisdom in all things.” 

Jews and Christians are called upon to affirm this “love” and 
“wisdom” that are summarized in our liturgical texts. Different 
though these texts may be, they call for and influence one another as 
notes in a single song: the song of love for God, which is the founda- 
tion and pledge of love for our fellow human beings. 
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A SPIRIT OF DIALOGUE 


The Common Source of Jewish & 
Christian Prayer & Liturgy 





uthor Carmine Di Sante provides accurate information 

and presents it with a fair and open-minded manner that A 
is ideal for persons involved in Jewish-Christian dialogue. 

His thoroughly ecumenical approach clearly connects 
early Christian and gospel stories of Jesus with Jewish 
liturgical forms and prayers. 





The profound link that exists between the liturgy and 
prayer of Christians and Jews is evident as Di Sante explains the 
richness of the most important individual pravers in the Jewish 
prayer book and traces the development of Jewish prayer life with 
a survey of all of the major Jewish feast days and celebrations, 
including sabbath and morning prayer. His explanation of the con- 
text and interpretaticn in which Jesus and the primitive church lived 
and expressed their relationship with God clearly illustrates a new 
dimension to prayer formulas and liturgical rites. JEWISH PRAYER: 
THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTIAN LITURGY promises to sensitize Chris- 
tians not only to the biblical and Jewish roots of Christian prayer 
and liturgy, but also to the full richness of Jewish liturgy today. 
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